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by cocoacremeandgays 


Summary 


The oxygen is buzzing everywhere, and yet Kyle can’t breathe. 
Isn't that funny? 


(AKA: When Eric's games become more sinister, Kyle has no choice but to play along.) 


Notes 


some notes about this story: 

this is part 3 in "Three Sides" 

this is kyle's version of the events of SYSBFK and pieces of WADBT. 

this can be read as its own independent story, but it will likely make more sense if the other 
two are read first, particularly SYSBFK. it's not necessary, though. 

the prologue and intermissions all take place after Stan's attempt. the chapters themselves will 
go in chronological order from the events that happened leading up the attempt, and then 
afterwards. for those of you interested, 1'll leave a rough estimate of when each chapter takes 
place, if they're logically applicable or would help understanding of the timeline. in example: 
"prior to SYSBFK chap __", or "during the events of WADBT chap __". 

forewarning: Part 3 is likely going to be intense. this is one of the most difficult things i've 
ever had to write. 

please read with caution. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


Prologue 


Oxygen buzzes through tubes of malleable plastic. 


The first time Kyle sees him, he knows he has the wrong place. He backs out of the room, 
almost stumbling on his heel, but keeping himself upright. His footsteps hollow the nurse’s 
station out like something from far away. His eyes buzz and his brain shakes with every step. 
He places a hand on the nurse’s desk and smiles at her. She smiles back and asks, “How can I 
help you?” 


That oxygen and those tubes are everywhere. 


Kyle, swallowing through a dry mouth, says, “Hi, I’m looking for Stan.” Kyle is shaking. His 
legs feel alright, but his hands won’t stop in their tremor. He squeezes his fists, curling his 
nails and fingers into the surface of the nurse’s desk. The nurse gives him the number, except 
it’s the wrong one again. The smile on his face widens painfully. He takes in a breath. “No, 
he’s not in there, I need to see Stan Marsh.” 


The nurse frowns. Her eyebrows knit together on her forehead, dark brown and barely visible 
beneath her swaths of curly hair. Kyle would have thought there’d be a requirement for 
doctors and nurses to wear their hair back. The nurse taps something into the computer on her 
desk and checks the patient records and repeats, “Stan Marsh is in forty-two sixty-eight.” 


It’s funny. 


Kyle lets go of the surface of the desk. He rubs his hands over his face and through his hair, 
curses when his hat falls off, picks it up. His fingers refuse to close over the fabric. The item 
feels bigger than it is. His grip is loose. He takes a breath, but it’s empty. Less than whole. A 
demi-breath. Demi-oxygen. Demi-air. People don’t even breathe in pure oxygen, most of the 
time, it’s a mix of different chemicals and those chemicals are a majority of everything but 
oxygen, oxygen is just a small part of the air we breathe, isn’t that funny? Isn’t that funny? 


Kyle gasps. He goes back over to the wrong room, the room the nurses are lying about, the 
room they say Stan is in but he isn’t, he isn t, because that isn t him. It isn t. He gasps again 
when he sees Kenny emerge from that wrong room. He doesn’t think about where he came 
from, though. He doesn’t think. He grabs Kenny’s orange parka, but his fingers are still 
shaking and his hold isn’t tight enough, and he slips into Kenny’s chest and buries his face 
into the fabric. 


It’s so funny. 


After a second, because he can spare only so much time, Kyle pulls back. He’s still smiling. 
His cheeks hurt. When he breathes in, his lungs make a whining noise. Kenny is holding him 
up, but Kyle doesn’t need it. He fights the hold. “Tell them, Kenny,” Kyle says. “Tell them 
they have the wrong room number. We need to see Stan, okay? We need to find him, okay?” 


“Kyle—” 


“They’re telling us the wrong room number, how are we supposed to find him if they won’t 
tell us the room?” Kyle drops his hat. He crouches down to retrieve it. Kenny doesn’t let go 
of his shoulders. Kenny shakes Kyle. Kyle wrings his hat between his hands. Kenny’s eyes 

are blue. Did you know that? They’re blue. They’re blue. They’re blue. Stan’s are blue, too. 
Kenny keeps staring at Kyle. “Kenny?” 


“Kyle, that’s the room,” Kenny says. Kyle doesn’t do anything for a second. Slowly, he 
shakes his head. 


“No,” he says. “No, it’s not—” 


“That’s the room,” Kenny repeats. The oxygen buzzes. Kyle breathes. It’s funny. Kyle gasps. 
Kenny speaks. “That’s him, Kyle, Stan’s in the room.” 


“No,” Kyle says. He scratches his fingernails into the threads of his hat. Something scrapes. 
There are buttons. Kyle feels his face contort as he sobs. He hits Kenny’s chest: once, twice, 
thrice, until he forgets. Kyle drops his hat again. He doesn’t pick it up. 


It’s funny. 
It’s so funny. 


The oxygen is buzzing everywhere, and yet Kyle can’t breathe. 


Sulfur, Reverse Astatine, Nitrogen 


Chapter Summary 


“Says science.” 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place prior to all of the events of SYSBFK. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Early December harbors very little snow for Colorado. In South Park, at least. The rumor 
going around is that the northern counties have started to get hit by some hefty windchill. 
Although there isn’t much snow, it is still more than cold enough to render Stan and Kyle 
house-bound. Their plans of tossing the football around by Stark’s Pond have been canceled. 
Instead, they watch video clips of basketball montages to speed up the time. School starts in 
an hour. 


“Oh, shit!” Stan says, pushing himself up from where he’d been laying on his stomach in the 
bed. He’s still clad in the pajamas he wore last night. So is Kyle, really— except Kyle wears 
sweatpants to bed. Stan relies on boxers to cover his modesty. Stan’s expression brightens 
distinctly, stuck between a half-wince and a half-grin of nerves. He points at the screen, 
balancing on his knees precariously on the mattress. “Did you see that? His ankle!” 


“Yeah, I saw that,” Kyle says. He pushes himself up, too, careful not to jostle the laptop too 
much from its perch at the foot of his bed. “We’re watching the same video, you know that, 
right?” 


Stan rolls his eyes. “Yeah, I know we’re watching the same video,” he says. He lowers 
himself to sit more comfortably on the mattress. The video still crackles in its poor audio 
quality through their speech. “But, I just— like, wanted to make sure, dude, because that 
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was... 
Stan shakes his head. 
“Wow,” he says. 


“Elaborate,” teases Kyle. Stan kicks his shin, and Kyle returns the sentiment with a knee to 
the side. 


“Ow!” Stan rubs the spot Kyle kneed him. “Asshole.” 


“Did you seriously just call me the asshole?” Kyle asks. He pushes himself fully upright. The 
laptop teeters. He catches it before it can have the chance to fall. After a second, he decides 
they don’t need the video playing anymore. Stan’s attention span seems to have exhausted in 
terms of the video, particularly with that player’s painfully obvious rolled ankle. Kyle pulls 
the computer into his lap and pauses the video, clicking out of the tabs and beginning the 
slightly-grueling shutdown process. “You started it, remember, douchebag?” 


The mattress shifts. Stan stands and steps over Kyle, only momentarily off-balance before 
managing to get to a safe place to hop off. “No idea what you’re talking about,” Stan says. 
Kyle rolls his eyes, mimicking Stan’s earlier expression of the same. Kyle listens to the sound 
of Stan mulling about his room, rustling through his stuff to find that change of clothing he 
brought. The laptop screen dims. It goes from blue to gray to black, and then it’s off. Kyle 
shuts it and scoots off of the bed. Before long, the laptop has been safely deposited back to 
his desk, and Stan is squirming into a pair of jeans. Kyle observes, but quickly turns away. He 
busies himself with finding his own outfit. 


“Do you want anything specific for breakfast?” Kyle asks. Stan, in the middle of tugging his 
shirt on over his head, makes a weird lurch of a movement with his shoulders. That’s gotta be 
a shrug, right? Of course it’d be a shrug. Stan is so indecisive sometimes, it’s ridiculous. But 
only sometimes. He’s only indecisive with the things that don’t matter. Like the menial nature 
of what to have for breakfast. It’s with a quick shake of his head that Kyle decides he needs 
to stop thinking. 


Stan has succeeded with his shirt. He pulls on his sweater, too, just for good measure. He 
loves that thing. Kyle can’t imagine why. If Stan went without it, he’d look much nicer. He 
has nice arms. 


Dammit, Kyle, stop thinking, for fuck’s sake. 


“Doesn’t your mom usually make breakfast?” Stan asks. It’s a rhetorical question, of course. 
They both know the answer to that. Mom always makes breakfast for them. Mom always 
makes breakfast, period. She’s likely downstairs as they speak, humming one of the songs 
she’s heard on the radio as she makes eggs and toast or something. That’s what it smells like 
it might be, at least. With both of them dressed, Kyle has opened the door. It smells like eggs 
and salt. Kyle is starving, and the aroma makes his mouth water. 


“Yeah,” Kyle says, stepping out of his bedroom. “C’mon.” 
Stan replies, “Don’t need to tell me twice.” 


They head downstairs leisurely. The popping of eggs comes from the kitchen. It’s sizzling. A 
nice noise, something rather satisfying. Stan beats him to the kitchen. Kyle’s chest itches for 
something, but he doesn’t know what. He ignores it in favor of following Stan’s lead to the 
dining room table. It’s set with enough plates for the four of them, and there’s already a 
serving dish of toast and bacon. Ike sits at the table already, eyeing the plate of bacon from 
behind his Chemistry textbook. Ike has a weak spot for bacon— especially with maple syrup. 
Kyle never understood the maple syrup part. Ike must be waiting anxiously for the rest of the 


meal to be done, along with everyone to be seated at the table, before breakfast can officially 
start. 


Stan and Kyle take their seats at the table next to each other. Ike perks up at their intrusion, 
then begins to flip through that Chemistry textbook more insistently. Kyle gives him a 
sideways glance. Before too long, Ike shuts the textbook and sets it down on the table, 
asking, “Hey Stan, do you want to know how to spell your name in the element symbols from 
the periodic table?” 


Stan, caught off guard, pulls his attention away from where he’d been picking at the 
tablecloth. He glances at Kyle. Kyle only quirks a brow. What’s Stan expecting from him? 
He’s on his own, here. Stan clears his throat and asks, “Uh, what? Okay, sure, why not.” 


“Sulfur, reverse astatine, nitrogen,” Ike says proudly. He’s grinning, and Kyle can’t help but 
find it a little over-the-top. Stan doesn’t seem like he understands, but nods along like it’s 
something cool. Kyle finds it hilarious. Stan isn’t a science guy, that much is for certain. He 
almost flunked physics in freshman year. Kyle was the one who saved his grade. And Kyle, 
unsurprisingly, is unimpressed by Ike’s little stunt. 


“You can’t reverse astatine, Ike,” Kyle says. Ike makes a scoffing noise. 
“Says who?” 
“Says science.” 


A determined expression comes across Ike’s face. He picks at the corner of the textbook, 
getting the look that says he’s mulling something over. Ike sits up straighter. “I,” he begins, 
looking Kyle dead in the eyes, “Am going to find a way to reverse astatine.” 


“What’s so special about astatine?” Stan chips in. 
Kyle looks over at Stan. “What do you mean?” 


“Well, why can’t you reverse astatine?” Stan’s brows furrow in thought. “Something has to 
be special about it if you can’t reverse it.” 


Kyle feels the distinct need to put his hands to his face, but he doesn’t. “Dude,” he says. “You 
can’t reverse astatine because you can’t reverse any element. It’s not a thing.” 


Stan, realizing his mistake, opens his mouth and mutters a quiet, “oh.” 


Ike picks the textbook back up and begins to flip through it. He ducks behind it, the body of it 
hiding his head and face from view. Kyle watches his brother read, for just a second or two, 
before noticing something. “Ike,” he says, mildly accusing. Ike hums innocently, tightening 
his grip on the textbook. “Is that my AP Chem textbook?” 


Ike says, “Depends, do you want it to be?” 


“Oh, don’t pull that psychiatry crap on me,” Kyle snaps. Something from the kitchen shifts. 
Mom turns off the stove. She approaches the kitchen table with a plate of scrambled eggs and 


sets it between the plates of toast and bacon. Breakfast has been served. 
“Don’t talk to your brother that way, Kyle,” she scolds. 
“Sorry, ma.” 


The textbook is quickly discarded beneath Ike’s chair. All four of them gradually grab 
themselves food— bacon and eggs and toast. Butter is available for whoever wants it. Stan is 
the first one to go for the butter. He always has a system for this type of breakfast. Kyle can’t 
help it. He watches, distracted by the way Stan spreads butter on his slice of toast and puts 
scrambled eggs on top. Stan catches Kyle staring, and immediately jumps to conclusions. 
Stan’s face morphs playfully, and he kicks Kyle under the table. Kyle kicks back. 


“T’m telling you,” Stan says, picking a crumb off of the side of his toast. He licks some butter 
off of the side of his thumb. “It’s good, you should try it.” 


“Mixing all of the food?” Kyle retorts, looking at Stan skeptically. He spears a piece of egg 
with his fork. “Are you kidding? That just ruins the point of it all being separate in the first 
place.” 


“Then what’s the deal with sandwiches?” Stan asks. He begins to take bites, crunching his 
egg-butter-toast between his teeth. He has his brows quirked, like he managed to catch Kyle 
somehow. Kyle can’t help it. For the second— or, maybe third— time that day, he rolls his 
eyes. 


“That’s different, and you know it.” 
“Oh, yeah?” says Stan, “How?” 

“Tt just is, okay?” 

“Whatever you say, dude.” 


There’s butter over Stan’s mouth, and that makes it shine. The light is off because the sun is 
more than bright enough, but even still, Kyle becomes distracted by the way it catches Stan’s 
lips. As soon as he realizes, he turns away, ignoring the way his face heats up from 
embarrassment of possibly being caught out. Stan doesn’t seem to notice, though. He just 
keeps chewing on his toast, happy to continue eating his weird mix of a meal. 


Kyle finishes his eggs quickly. He hadn’t taken many, though, so he figures that to be the 
reason. He doesn’t add butter to his toast, mostly because it feels unnecessary. The bread is 
good enough. He takes a bite, and for a moment, simply allows himself to exist at the table 
with Mom, Ike, and Stan. Sounds of chewing and clinking and tapping. Ike sips absently at a 
glass of orange juice. Mom got both Stan and Kyle glasses of water, but Stan usually doesn’t 
drink much at other people’s houses. Kyle has yet to figure that one out. It’s a little funny, 
really. They’ve known each other for so long, and yet Kyle feels a little like he hardly knows 
Stan. 


They hang out, but they don’t really know each other as well as they used to. He hates that. 
He really does. He wants to change that, but he doesn’t know how. 


Breakfast is over with quickly. They have half an hour until school starts. Ike and Kyle bicker 
over who is supposed to do the dishes. Stan volunteers to help out. They decline his offer, 
then go back to bickering. Mom says she’ll do it. Kyle and Stan make their way to the front 
door, where Stan and Kyle left their backpacks. Stan excuses himself to retrieve something 
from Kyle’s bedroom. His footsteps thump rhythmically up the steps as he ascends, and then 
disappears from the view of the upstairs hallway from the landing. Speaking of retrieving 
things... 


Kyle, slipping his shoes on, calls, “Ike? I need my textbook, give it back, please!” 


“In your dreams!” says Ike. Kyle rolls his eyes. The stubbornness of his little brother is a bit 
troublesome, sometimes. He knows he can be worse, and in that way, he supposes he’s a bit 
of a hypocrite. He doesn’t care. He needs his textbook. 
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“I’m not kidding, I need it! We have an open-notes test today, and that’s where the notes are.’ 


The conversation comes to a lull. Mom huffs a small cough in the quiet, barely audible over 
the running water as she cleans the dishes from breakfast. Reluctantly, Ike comes out of the 
kitchen, donning the textbook that Kyle needs. 


“Thank you,” Kyle says, reaching out to take it. Before he can touch it, though, Ike snatches 
it backwards. Ike almost hits himself in the face with it, but he manages to stabilize the 
weight before it does so. Kyle, exasperated, rolls his eyes. “Seriously? What now?” 


“T’m going to find a way to reverse elements, Kyle, I’m capable of finding a way,” Ike says. 
His eyes narrow and his brows knit together. His mouth is pursed, like this is something he 
truly believes he’ll be able to do. He’s thirteen, and while he’s technically on a higher level 
than Kyle, in reality, he is still a child. There are things that he thinks he can do because his 
brain hasn’t matured enough to understand he can’t actually do them. It’s like the teenage 
immortality complex. His ego has yet to be beaten down. Ike adds, “If it weren’t for the laws 
of physics and the police, I would be unstoppable.” 


“Now where’d you pick up that quote?” Kyle asks, but Ike doesn’t respond. Ike only grins 
cheekily and relinquishes his hold on the textbook. Kyle takes it gratefully, if not a little 
dismissive of his little brother’s behavior. It goes without saying that Ike picks up on the 
dismissive undertone, but he doesn’t say anything about it. He turns and makes his way back 
into the kitchen. Mom coughs quietly again, only audible because she’s turned the sink off. 


Stan stumbles down the steps, backpack over his shoulder. His hair is all mussed up, like he 
haphazardly tried on a hat only to take it off. Kyle opens the door, busying his hands so he 
won’t be tempted to fix Stan's hair, and they both leave. Stan bids Ike and Mom a thank you, 
and Kyle relays that he’ll be back later, even if it’s obvious. 


It’s cold. Kyle buries his face into his jacket, following Stan down the driveway. They don’t 
say much to each other, even though they walk to school together every day. Or maybe it’s 
because they walk to school together every day that they do not speak. They have run out of 


things to say. Is it possible? Kyle has always acted under the pretense that friends always 
have something to talk about. If they don’t have anything— if they’ve lost topics, if they 
have no words... what does that make them? 


Kyle grips the straps of his backpack so he won’t give in to the urge to hold Stan’s hand. 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted on Monday, April Ist. 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


The Locker 


Chapter Summary 


They walk back to the lunch table silently. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place prior to all of the events of SYSBFK. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


One of the lights in the hallway has gone out. No one expects it to be replaced or fixed for a 
while— the students have gradually come to understand just how much work the school is 
willing to put into such trivialities. The asymmetry irritates a very small portion of Kyle’s 
perfectionism, but he’s able to push it away with little difficulty. There is something else, 
much more pressing, that agitates him in a significantly sharper way. 


The bell rang only a few seconds ago, give or take some, but it’s more than enough for Kyle 
to trek his way through the halls. His backpack threatens to tumble from his shoulder. It’s in a 
haste that he readjusts the position of the strap, momentarily struggling with the weight of it. 
Quickly, he balances it out. He dodges and weaves through the outskirts of one of the more 
ostentatious cliques in the school. He reaches his goal and as soon as he does, he rests his 
weight on the locker immediately adjacent to his friend. Stan perks up at the jumbling noise, 
his eyes wide in the way they always are. Stan always has this look on his face, like he’s 
confused or surprised. Impossibly, his brows raise further on his forehead. He’s fumbling 
with something in his backpack, which is, in turn, inside of his locker. 


“T thought you didn’t use your locker?” Kyle says, tipping his head to see more clearly. Stan 
has finished with whatever it is that he’s been up to, however, so Kyle doesn’t see much. He 
only catches the tail-end of Stan zipping up his backpack. Kyle backs up in courtesy as Stan 
pulls his backpack out of his locker and shuts the door with a slam. It’s hardly audible over 
the cacophony of the hallway. 


“T don’t,” Stan says. Then, with a shrug, he hoists his backpack over his shoulders. “I just 
needed a place to set it for a second... what’s up?” 


That earlier frustration washes over Kyle in a wave. He rolls his eyes and groans, expending 
that energy that had caught up in his nerves. His backpack threatens to fall again, and he 
makes an agitated, involuntary noise as he readjusts. Again. “You know what I hate?” he 
asks, finally tugging both straps over his arms rather than just one. 


“Uh oh,” says Stan. “What?” 


“I hate pussyfooting around things,” Kyle continues. It comes out a lot sharper than he’d 
intended, but he can’t help it. To put it rather inarticulately, he’s pissed. The energy of such a 
rough emotion builds quickly, and what better way to expend it than venting to Stan? He’s 
always been there to listen— even if it is only distantly, and even if he doesn’t actually care. 
He at least pretends. “And you know what we’re doing in AP Lit? We’re pussyfooting around 
things, and I hate it.” 


Stan hums. “Yeah, I got that.” 


“We’re supposed to be reading Shakespeare, did you know that?” Kyle asks, tilting his head. 
Stan shrugs again. “Well, now you know. Anyway, we’re supposed to be reading Shakespeare 
— keywords: supposed to.” 


“T’m going to guess,” begins Stan, nodding Kyle along. They pull away from the locker bay 
and begin on their way to the cafeteria. “That you’re not reading Shakespeare.” 


“Exactly! This is supposed to be AP Lit, and we’ve just been spending the last month talking 
about talking about Shakespeare. We’re not reading Shakespeare, we’re talking about why 
Shakespeare is so important to read.” Kyle can’t help it— he scoffs. “Can you believe it? A 
month! It’s getting ridiculous.” 


“Wow, that’s gotta be frustrating.” 


Stan doesn’t care about the topic. Kyle can tell. He’s got that tone, bland and disinterested, 
but they’re in too deep now. Kyle furrows his brows in apology, but he’s pretty sure Stan 
doesn’t see it. Just a few more words, and Kyle will shut up about it. Kyle will promise him 
that much— however silently he may do so. “You don’t know the half of it, dude,” Kyle says. 
They enter the lunchroom. A steady flow of students follows them. There’s a hefty gathering 
of people in the lunch line. “And it doesn’t help that Missus G is teaching us... I don’t think 
she even realizes just how condescending she is.” 


“Most condescending people don’t, right?” Stan pitches in. They drop their backpacks off at 
their usual lunch table. Kenny has already shown up. He’s pretending to sword-fight with 
Butters using celery sticks. A brief intermission of a hello runs Stan and Kyle off on their 
way to get in line for lunch, though Kyle brought his own. It’s habit to accompany Stan 
through the lunch line, at this point. It’s just the way they do things. Stan continues, “Like, 
that secretary lady, you remember her, right?” 


“Of course I remember her,” Kyle says. “Tough-love Terry.” 


“Yeah, tough-love Terry...” Stan trails off. Kyle watches, observes the way Stan pushes his 
hands into his sweatshirt pockets. They stop at the end of the line. Stan rolls his eyes. 
“Tough-love my ass, though... remember when we first started going here? My locker was so 
fucked up, it wouldn’t open.” 


“Yeah,” Kyle says. 


“Yeah,” repeats Stan. “Second week, I think it was a Wednesday, I wanted to put my coat in 
there. Couldn’t open my locker. Went down to the office to see if I could get help, but of 
course, that was too big of a chore for stupid Terry.” 


“She called a student aid for you, didn’t she?” 


Stan nods. He lifts his hand to his face, mimicking the telephone, and begins to imitate Terry 
in what she’d said. “’Hello? Hi, can I get a student aid down to the main office to teach a 
student how to use a locker? Thaaanks.’” 


Kyle snorts, covering his mouth with his hand. Stan puts both of his hands back into his 
pockets. 


“So, I learned my lesson. I don’t use lockers anymore... but she’s lucky I was high,” Stan 
says. He’s joking— smiling, shaking his head, but Kyle feels the instinctual pull of 
discomfort. Freshman year wasn’t good for Stan. They don’t talk about it, though. What’d be 
the point? Stan has seen a therapist, limited his smoking, started taking meds... and he isn’t 
mad at Kyle anymore. Is it uncomfortable? Of course. Kyle wishes that Stan would stop 
smoking for good. He wishes, most of all, that they could go back to the way they used to be. 
They’ve made strides. 


It’s just... not the same. 


They walk through the line. They crack jokes, they converse about the idiocy of things 
they’ve seen on television, they illustrate stories for each other from their mornings, but they 
stay quiet about the things that matter. Kyle sees the calluses on Stan’s hands, and 
instinctively rubs his own to get rid of the phantom feeling of the rough texture. Kyle sees the 
way Stan’s eyes— always, always wide like he’s surprised— close halfway as he’s punching 
in his lunch money account pin. The way his expression brightens when he gives that fake 
smile to the lunch lady. The way he’s taller than he used to be, the way he’s matured, the way 
he’s this, the way he’s that, the way hes him. 


They walk back to the lunch table silently. 


Kyle sits next to Stan. Kenny and Butters are still celery-fighting. Butters does something, 
and Kenny’s celery stick flies backwards out of his hand. “En garde!” says Butters, beaming 
deviously. Kenny gasps, clapping a hand over his chest. He grabs the table with his other 
hand, playing out theatrically. 


“The way thou hast slain me, dark knight!” Kenny says, groaning his defeat. He slumps 
forward over the table. Butters raises his fists into the air, victorious. He laughs something 
particularly childish about having defeated the sworn enemy of the parish, or whatever. Kyle, 
admittedly, stops listening. Kyle is more enthralled by his backpack, where he’s digging 
through it to find his own lunch. He bypasses the filler of his notebooks, his pencil case... he 
needs to sort his backpack. He hasn’t done that in a while. He pulls his lunch bag out of his 
backpack and sets it on the table. He unpacks the items his mother had carefully packed this 
morning. He’s told her he can make his own lunch, but she insists on doing it for him. She 
says she enjoys it. Kyle finds it weird, but he’s not complaining. 


“Did you fellas see the Terrance and Philip episode last night?” Butters suddenly pipes up, 
scooting closer to the table. It wobbles. Kyle shoots him a glare. Butters, of course, doesn’t 
notice a thing. 


“That show is still on?” Kenny asks, perking up from the table. 
Butters almost appears offended. “Of course it’s still on!” 


“How long has that thing been running?” Kenny asks. He glances at Kyle. Kyle can’t answer, 
however; he has no idea. He shrugs. No one else offers up anything of substance, and Kenny 
takes it in stride. Stan starts to poke his small pile of pasta. 


“It was so good!” Butters adds. “They’re really bringing it back.” 
“Why do you still watch that? Don’t you think it’s a little... like, crap, now?” Stan asks. 


“Oh, not this again,” Kyle says. Stan’s expression twitches, and Kyle wonders, very briefly, if 
he’s hurt Stan’s feelings somehow. Whatever, though, right? Stan must have hurt Butters’ 
feelings... but it’s all in jest. They’ll both get over it. Kyle opens his container of cucumber 
slices. 


“Right,” says Stan. “Sorry.” 


They begin to eat. Kyle and Kenny do, at least. Butters is still interested in relaying last 
night’s episode to the group. He doesn’t notice Kenny stealing pieces of his salad— or, if he 
notices, he doesn’t make it known. Stan continues to poke at his food, but doesn’t eat it. 
Butters’ descriptions become more avid as he gets to particularly good part. Kyle nudges 
Stan’s elbow. 


“Dude, are you gonna eat?” Kyle asks. Stan looks over like he’s been caught out. That looks 
is back, that normal look, the confused and surprised look. The one that makes him look... 
like, whatever, okay? Shut up. Kyle glances away, nodding towards Stan’s food. 


“I’m eating,” Stan says. 
“You’re totally not.” 

“T totally am.” 

“Yeah, okay.” 


Kyle rolls his eyes, Stan eats a forkful of pasta, and then it’s quiet. By the time Butters has 
finished describing the colorful episode full of all sorts of mischievous hijinks, his salad has 
completely disappeared. Kenny is finishing off the last of the cherry tomatoes, which he’d 
stolen carefully one at a time, and how holds close to his chest. He pops them into his mouth 
and chews with purpose. 


“Aw— hey!” Butters says. He frowns. He must not have noticed Kenny’s clever thievery, 
then. Butters pouts. “I like tomatoes...” 


Kenny raises his brows and offers the tomatoes to Butters, but Butters shakes his head and 
says Kenny can have them. He still has pasta, which has tomato sauce. It’s a ridiculous 
argument, and Kyle can’t help but laugh a little at it. Butters is kind of stupid, but it’s Butters, 
so that’s not exactly a revelation. 


They finish their lunches, gradually, one by one. Stan somehow manages to finish his pasta 
and salad, and Kenny’s cherry tomatoes disappear in seemingly a few seconds. Kyle still has 
a small portion of bread left over, but it’s nothing that he can’t eat later, if he so decides. He 
cleans up first. Stan grabs his tray and heads off to dump the remains of his scraps into the 
nearby trashcan and deposit the tray on the cart next to it. Stan comes back. Butters and 
Kenny try to sword fight with pencils. The bell rings. 


Before Kyle can stand, Stan nudges him in the side with his elbow. Without thinking, Kyle 
returns the action, then looks up. There’s Stan’s usual expression. It’s paired with a little 
smile, calm and subdued. The smile widens, just a bit. “PII see you in seventh,” Stan says, 
and Kyle nods. 


“PII see you in seventh,” he returns. 


Kyle hoists his backpack over his shoulder and exits the lunch room. Stan, Kenny, and 
Butters split ways with him in the hallway. Students pass by him and walk ahead of him. The 
hallway light is still out of commission. He rubs his hands, fidgeting— trying to pretend it’s 
normal to stare at a friend’s lips. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Squirrels 


Chapter Summary 


It’s just the way it is. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place prior to all of the events of SYSBFK. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


“You guys, I’ve found it,” Eric says, sidling up beside Kyle and Stan. Stan pushes the 
school’s front door open with his shoulder and holds it for Kyle. Eric tries to pass through, 
too, but Stan lets go and starts to walk away. The door swings shut heavily and hits Eric in 
the gut, forcing him to stumble back in surprise. It’s quiet, for a few seconds, and those few 
seconds are more than enough for Kyle and Stan to make it most of the way down the 
school’s sidewalk. In a matter of seconds, however, Eric worms his way right back in 
between them. They hear Eric jogging before they see him, not to mention the 
embarrassingly whining, “You guys.” 


“What do you want, fat-tits?” Kyle asks. 
“Nice one,” compliments Stan. 


“Thanks.” 


“Okay, but, you guys,” Eric says more insistently. He squirms himself more literally between 
the two of them and wraps his arms around their shoulders. Kyle can smell the overwhelming 
power of that stupid cologne he uses, and it makes his eyes water. He jabs Eric in the side 
with his elbow, none too gently. Eric lets go. “Fine, Kyle, you want out of the money? Seems 
kinda unlike you, but that’s okay with me, just means more for us.” 


“What the hell are you talking about?” Kyle asks, turning on his heel to look at Eric. Eric 
hasn’t let go of Stan’s shoulders yet, still with an arm draped behind Stan’s neck. It looks 
uncomfortable, and Stan’s expression reads that he’s exasperated, but he’s probably figured at 
this point that it’s best to just ride it out. Kyle could never imagine allowing himself to simply 
settle for having Eric hang all over him, but that’s just one of the places where Stan and 
himself differ, he supposes. Stan’s douchebaggery tolerance is much higher than Kyle’s own. 


“What do you think I’m talking about, Kyle?” asks Eric. 


“Let me guess, your next plot to make ten—” 


“To make ten million dollars,” Eric finishes, smiling smugly. “I’m telling you guys, this is it. 
I’ve found the thing that’s going to make me rich— and you can’t have a share, Kyle, how do 
you like that?” 


“T genuinely don’t care.” 


“I knew it!” Eric lets go of Stan, who stumbles from the literal weight lifted off of his 
shoulders. Kyle rights himself to face forward once more, no longer as enthralled in the idea 
of looking at Eric’s face as he relays yet another ridiculous plan to gather ten million dollars. 
“You're jealous, aren’t you? Don’t try to hide it, you sneaky rat, Kyle, I can see it in your 
covetous Jew eyes.” 


Speaking of his eyes, Kyle rolls them. “You’re blind as a bat, Cartman, you can’t see shit.” 


“Ah—” Eric stumbles over his words. He takes a few steps ahead, now much closer to Kyle 
than he had been before. “I am not blind, Kyle! I can see farther than you can, any day of the 
week!” 


“Oh, yeah?” asks Kyle. 
“Yeah!” 


“Then what’s that sign say?” Kyle points ahead of them, where only empty sidewalk sits. He 
knows Eric is squinting. 


“What sign?” Eric finally asks. 

“Exactly,” Kyle replies. 

“Wh— ai! I told you to stop that!” 

“PII make you a deal,” Kyle says. “Ill stop doing it, if you stop falling for it.” 


Eric smacks Kyle on the back, and Kyle stumbles at the sudden contact. “Ha!” exclaims Eric, 
proud in his manner. Kyle doesn’t have to turn around to know Eric is striking a stupid 
Superman pose. “Jokes on you, I know not to make a deal with the likes of you... that’s how 
you lose your soul.” 


“Yes, I’m going to steal your soul,” Kyle says, making sure to lay the sarcasm on thick. 
“Now tell us what your stupid plan is so you can go away and stop bothering us.” 


“Oh, like hell I’m gonna do that,” scoffs Eric. “I know better!” 
Stan pipes up from a foot or two behind, “Then go away.” 


Eric sputters much like he had earlier. His footsteps suddenly stop, but neither Stan nor Kyle 
cease their pace. They fully intend on walking without the intervention of Eric Cartman, of 
all people— though, really, they both know it’s wishful thinking. Once Eric starts, he rarely 


gives up, unless he becomes bored, which usually only happens with things that are not going 
to make him money. So, it’s likely that, unless they can somehow come up with a way to 
completely circumvent Eric’s plans and simultaneously make him think it was his idea, 
they’ll have to grin and bear the monotony of Eric’s antics. It’s just the way it is. 


Eric’s footsteps start up again. When he finally speaks, he sounds significantly closer. Kyle 
and Stan, now walking side by side, are definitely being followed by him again. 


“Okay, okay, you guys have forced my hand,” Eric says, as if they’re keeping him there 
against his will. Kyle picks his fingernails against the fabric of his backpack’s straps, 
observing the scenery they pass with mild disinterest. There’s a squirrel on a nearby tree. He 
watches it as they pass. It nibbles on a slightly dilapidated-looking acorn. Ridiculously 
enough, Kyle kind of envies that squirrel. It doesn’t have to deal with the endless 
complexities that come from being human. It just is a squirrel. Such a simple existence. 
Lovely, in a way. 


Even so, Kyle doesn’t really want to be a squirrel. The idea is just a little enrapturing. 
“Chocolate Twinkies,” Eric finally says. 


Kyle stops walking and closes his eyes, trying to push away the sheer idiocy of what he just 
heard. Stan, too, has been caught off-guard by Eric’s stupidity. Stan stops walking a second or 
two later, mumbling, “Oh my god,” under his breath in that way that he does. 


“I know!” says Eric, having grossly misinterpreted the tone. Kyle opens his eyes, just to get a 
look at what he’s doing, but it’s a mistake. Eric looks literally proud of himself, like he’s 
discovered the secret of the universe. It’d be endearing, if it were literally anyone else in the 
universe. Eric puffs his chest out. “You don’t have to say it, I know I’m a genius... now, 
we're going to need to copyright that. Stan, you’re going to get a patent on that so no one can 
steal my idea, and Kyle here is going to handle the finance—” 


“This hurts,” Stan says, bringing his hand up to pinch the bridge of his nose. “This literally, 
physically hurts.” 


“I thought you said I couldn’t be involved,” Kyle says. 


“No no no, you guys, I’m telling you...” and Eric just keeps going, keeps on rambling. 
“We’re going to make serious coin off of this, just think about it. Normal Twinkies? 
Fantastic. Trillion dollar market. Chocolate? Even better, been around forever— mix them 
together? Holy shit, you guys. Ten million dollars, easy.” 


Kyle stares at Eric blankly. He doesn’t know what he’s supposed to say. There’s nothing he 
can say, right? Surely, if he just lets Eric run off his stupid steam, he’!l burn himself out or 
come to the staggering realization that this is ridiculous. But he doesn’t. He won’t. He’s too 
stupid to fucking live— holy shit, okay. Kyle rubs his forehead, contemplating his words in 
the efforts of not sounding like a total moron from the shock alone. “Cartman, you’ve lost the 
privilege of being called a fatass,” he says. That gets Eric to shut up. 


“What?” Eric asks. He appears shocked. The revelation has hit a nerve. Stan, behind Eric, 
nods in agreement, though he’s still pinching the bridge of his nose as if trying to fight off a 
migraine. 


“You eat nothing but junk food, and yet you don’t know about chocolate Twinkies,” Kyle 
says. “This is it, Stan, miracles are real.” 


“T feel like I’m going to die,” Stan says. 
Kyle nods. “Yeah, me too. C’mon, man, lets go.” 


Without further ado, Kyle and Stan once again begin to walk. Eric follows them, though, 
because peace is something fictional that apparently no one can achieve. He’s blubbering like 
a baby, trying to compensate for the idiocy he’s exposed them to, and failing miserably. 


“They already exist?” Eric asks as they pass into the main neighborhood. They look both 
ways at an intersection and quickly move to cross. Eric jogs to keep up. “So, someone stole 
my idea? Those fucking bastards, how dare they? Fucking jeez.” 


“They didn’t steal your idea, Cartman, you stole their idea,” Kyle says. Stan agrees with a 
grunt. There’s a silence. It’s so quiet, for so long, that Kyle has to check over his shoulder to 
make sure Eric is even still there. Much to his chagrin, he is. He’s still walking, taking large 
strides in pursuit, with a red face and that stupid letterman jacket that he bought off of a 
senior for cheap. 


“Well, are they successful?” 

“what?” asks Stan. 

“Are they successful?” repeats Eric. Kyle makes a face. 

“Of course they’re successful,” Stan says. “They’re Twinkies.” 
Another pause. 

And then: 


“You know what this means, right?” Eric asks. Kyle and Stan give each other a you have to 
be kidding me look. They both know exactly what Eric is going to say next, and Eric simply 
continues, without prompting, “That means it worked, you guys. My idea worked, you see? 
A genius came up with the idea of chocolate Twinkies, and they marketed it and made it 
huge, and I only came up with it later because I’m a genius and I’m on the same wavelength 
as them.” 


“Oh, please,” Kyle blurts, unable to help himself. He jabs an accusing finger towards Eric, 
furrowing his brows in a glare. “You only ‘came up’ with the idea because you’re a fat fuck 
and you can’t stop thinking about food.” 


“No, but, you see, Kyle, I can’t be a fat fuck, you said I’ve lost the privilege,” Eric says. Kyle 
decides it’s best not to respond to that one. The fight isn’t worth it. But then Eric butts in once 


more, with, “Kyle?” 


“I said you’ve lost the privilege of being a fatass,” Kyle fights, ignoring the fact that he’s 
glaring intensely at the sidewalk in front of them. “I never said anything about you not being 
a fat fuck, because you still are a fat fuck.” 


“Yeah, that’s never going to change,” Stan says. 


Eric scoffs. “Okay, y’ know what?” he says, shaking his head as if he’s trying to toss his hair 
back behind his shoulder. He has no hair to toss, though, so it looks ridiculous. Kyle can’t 
help but liken him to a horse trying to sneeze, or something else of a similar appearance. 


They’re coming up close to Eric’s house, now. The green is obvious, even from their distance 
away. Kyle knows what’s coming even before Eric says it. 


“Screw you guys,” Eric says, pointing with both fingers towards his house, “I’m going home, 
to make ten million dollars on my own, and come up with a fantastic idea, and you can’t have 
any share— not even you, Stan, tree-hugging circle-jerk hippie.” 


The insult hangs in the air, and Eric jogs off ahead of them at a pace only he would consider 
fast. Kyle and Stan, now left alone to their own devices, glance towards each other with 
knowing expressions. It won’t be long before Eric’s next scheme. They’re lucky this one 
didn’t lead to anything insane as it is— hell, as far as they know, this could be the start of 
something extreme. 


A few seconds further into their walk, Stan laughs. “Did Cartman just call me a ‘tree-hugging 
circle-jerk hippie’?” 


“Yeah,” says Kyle, chuckling. “I mean, you have to admit, it’s an amusing insult.” 
Stan shakes his head. “I can’t even be mad at it.” 


Stan’s house is next. Kyle wants to touch him— like, on the shoulder, or something, just a 
quick farewell gesture, but he doesn’t get the chance. Stan says goodbye and waves, and then 
he turns up his driveway and disappears in the house, leaving Kyle standing on the sidewalk, 
hand raised in the air mid-wave. Kyle tries to brush it off, ignore it like it’s nothing. He 
changes the action to instead rub the back of his neck, which is cold to the touch from the 
winter weather. His chest is buzzing. He can feel it, and his stomach feels a little... warm. 
And it doesn’t matter, it’s really not important, but he can’t help it. He doesn’t even want to 
do anything, he just wants... 


Like, to... 
Hug...? 


But it’s not because he has feelings for Stan, or anything. He doesn’t think of Stan like that. 
He doesn’t. 


Kyle starts down the sidewalk once more, going the extra twenty feet to his own house. He 
treks up the driveway, digging into his pocket for his keys. When he puts them into the lock, 


though, he finds that the door is already open. Admittedly, it throws him for a loop. The front 
door is always locked. Mom is always insistent on making sure it’s locked, even when she’s 
staying home. Kyle pockets his keys and opens the door, slipping in without much regard to 
the noise level he makes. He kicks the snow off of his shoes on the welcome mat, shutting the 
door behind him. He drops his backpack off next to the door. 


Kyle enters the living room, planning on relaxing in front of the television for a few minutes 
before he starts on that AP Chem homework, but he doesn’t get that far. 


Dad sits on the couch. Next to him, sits Ike. There’s an empty spot next to Dad. This isn’t 
normal. This isn’t the way things usually go. Dad always works until at least six. 


Kyle glances around the living room. 


“Where’s Mom?” Kyle asks. It’s strange, how he can just tell that she isn’t there. Something 
isn’t right. He can feel it. 


Dad frowns. He’s been frowning the whole time, really. Ike still has his uniform on. It’s blue. 
A suit-like thing, honestly a bit stereotypical. It doesn’t mix very well with the beige of the 
couch. Why isn’t anyone saying anything? 


Kyle swallows, and once more, asks, “Where’s Mom?” but his voice 1s shaking. 


Dad doesn’t say anything, not yet. Not much. But then, he pats the empty spot on the couch 
next to him. He says, “Come here, Kyle. Let’s have a talk, okay?” 


Kyle steps forward and sits down. 
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Atmospheric Pressure 


Chapter Summary 


It’s just pneumonia. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place just before the prologue of SYSBFK. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Ike doesn’t offer any substantial requests for dinner, so Kyle is more or less left to punt. He 
eventually decides for ease, because tonight doesn’t feel good enough to actually put effort 
into dinner. As stupid as it sounds, it feels a little wrong to eat anything that takes work 
tonight. If he makes the chicken in the fridge, or if he decides to bake some bread, he’ Il 
disgrace something. He just knows it. It’s a gut feeling. Undeniable. 


So, Kyle makes sandwiches. He takes the wheat bread out of the cabinet and puts extra 
mayonnaise on Ike’s sandwich, because that’s what Ike likes. Extra lettuce, skip the tomato, 
add some turkey and a slice of cheddar. He calls Ike in to eat. He doesn’t realize something is 
amiss until he’s finished preparing his own sandwich. By that time, the sunlight from outside 
has disappeared pretty much completely. The only thing that remains is the soft glow from 
the moon and stars. With the loss of light, the living room has fallen into shadows. The 
kitchen, admittedly, is no better. Empty save for himself and the two sandwiches, Kyle 
decides it might not be horrible if they eat in the living room tonight. He grabs the two plates 
and leaves the kitchen, bumping the light switch with his elbow as he passes. The light from 
the ceiling flicks on. It reflects in the window. He can see his own reflection, though just 
barely. Ike’s, too, is visible. 


Slow in his movements, Kyle approaches and sits next to his little brother. The couch dips as 
he sits, but Ike doesn’t move. He sits firmly, his hands gripping his knees, still dressed in that 
uniform from the high-end school he’s attending. His posture is better than Kyle’s, and in all 
honesty, Kyle isn’t sure how to feel about that. In an urge of lighthearted banter, Kyle feels a 
little pressured to tell him to relax, but he knows it wouldn’t have the effect outside as it does 
on the inside. Either way, it’d be inappropriate. To tell his little brother to try and enjoy being 
a kid when their mother is in the hospital? Not the best idea. Where had that even come from, 


anyway? 


“Here,” Kyle says, holding out the plate with Ike’s sandwich. Again, Ike refuses to move. He 
breathes and stares like a guard dog, waiting for their father to come home from the hospital, 


in hopes of his bearing good news— or, better yet, arriving with their mother. Kyle’s chest 
becomes tight at the thought. He knows bottling things up isn’t healthy, but he doesn’t want 
to cry in front of his little brother. He pushes the thoughts away and tries to stay strong. For 
Ike. Kyle nudges Ike’s arm with the edge of the plate. “Eat something.” 


Ike turns his head away, stubborn. Kyle rolls his eyes. He nudges him again. 


“Extra mayo and lettuce, just the way you like it,” he says, trying to tempt him into eating. It 
doesn’t seem to work, though. The stubbornness of his little brother has only increased as 
he’s gotten older— and at this point, Kyle isn’t certain whether it’s more nature or nurture. 
Goodness knows that Kyle is virtually the exact same way... Kyle sighs. “Ike.” 


Ike shakes his head. “I can’t,” he says. “Ill eat when I know she’s okay.” 


It’s an endearing thought. It should be, at least, yet Kyle can’t help but feel strangely horrified 
by what’s been left unsaid. They both know their mother will be fine. They know it, firmly, 
and they hold that close in the logical part of their brains, but at the same time... there’s this 
deep hole, that sucks all of the liveliness out of it. Kyle is afraid, and he’ll admit that. He’s 
afraid, because even though pneumonia is treatable these days, it can still be dangerous. It 
can still be... 


“Even if it kills me,” Ike whispers. 
Shocked, Kyle says, “Ike, she’ll be fine.” 


“You don’t know that,” Ike says. He turns his head, staring at Kyle with an unreadable 
expression. He’s younger by five years, yet Kyle wonders if Ike isn’t the more mature one. 
“Don’t baby me, and don’t say something when you know just as well as I do that it might 
not be true.” 


Kyle sets Ike’s sandwich down on the coffee table, close enough for Ike to reach if he so 
chooses. So far, it doesn’t look very promising, but Kyle can still hope, right? Besides, the 
longer he holds Ike’s sandwich, the longer he goes without eating. He doesn’t want to sound 
like an asshole, or anything, but he kind of needs to eat. He knows his body well enough to 
know when he needs to eat, and now is one of those times. Even if it makes him feel a little 
like shit. Which, he knows, it shouldn’t, he just... he can’t help it. The feelings, the thoughts, 
the food, the medical bullshit, their mother— he can’t help any of it. 


Just for a moment, Kyle rests his own plate in his lap and runs his fingers through his hair. 
It’s the only way he can think of to expel all of this pent-up irritation. As temporary as he 
knows it is, it works. Sort of. More likely than anything else, he’ll forget about all of this in a 
matter of hours, and then the only thing pulling at his stupid brain will be whether their 
mother will be okay— which, she will be. It’s just pneumonia. 


Kyle pulls his sandwich in half, even if it’s a little messy. Crumbs fall onto the plate, and the 
edges are significantly more jagged than they would be if he’d just used a knife when he was 
in the kitchen, but he doesn’t feel like leaving Ike alone right now. As much as Ike pretends 
to be mature, Kyle knows that he’s hurting. No one deserves to be alone when they’re 
hurting. Kyle sets down one half of the sandwich and slowly begins to eat the other, 


momentarily losing himself in his mind. The moment, of which, is not literal. He finishes his 
sandwich. The moonlight is even more broadly dimmer, though concentrated in one area of 
the sky. From where he sits, he can see it, hovering over them. He sets his plate down next to 
Ike’s, which still has a completely intact sandwich. 


c ‘Tke— kd 


The phone rings. Kyle expects Ike to shoot up at the sound, but he doesn’t. He’s still, 
motionless and frozen like a statue. Kyle lets the phone ring once, twice more, before 
standing and heading to the land line. He checks the caller ID and barely manages to stave off 
the urge to inhale when he sees its their father. Kyle glances over his shoulder to Ike, though 
he doesn’t know what he expects to see. Ike still hasn’t moved an inch. Kyle frowns. He 

picks up the phone. The line crackles. 


“Hi, Dad,” Kyle says. Ike shifts. 
“Hey, Kyle, how are things going at home? ” 


Another glance towards Ike. Ike stares at him, eyes wide, curious. Kyle picks at the receiver 
for a second. “They’re... going, I guess. Ike won’t eat his sandwich.” 


Ike’s eyes narrow. “Traitor,” he says. Kyle rolls his eyes. 


“Other than that, things are okay,” Kyle says. “How are things going... there? Is Mom okay? 
What’s happening?” 


Too many questions at one time has never been a good idea, but Kyle can’t help it. The words 
just tumble. He wants to talk, to pour these phrases from his throat and pretend they’re 
helping. Everyone knows they aren’t. Kyle is no exception. 


“Everything s okay so far. Your mother is alright, they just want to keep her overnight for 
observation. She seems to be getting a little better on her own. She should be back home 
soon.” 


Kyle breathes a sigh of relief. Oh, thank goodness. “When are you going to be home?” 
“Not until tomorrow, I’m staying the night.” 
The fear comes back. “I thought you said everything was going okay?” 


“Tt is, I just want to stay here for the night... can you and your brother keep the house while 
we re away?” 


Kyle wants to say come back. He wants to ask why they’re staying at the hospital if she’s 
okay. He can’t really coordinate himself well enough to do that, though. He shakes his head 
free of the thoughts and says, ““Yeah— yeah, we can... we’ll be fine here. Will you call if 
anything changes?” 


“Of course I will, Kyle. We love you both, and I’ll be home tomorrow... make sure Ike eats 
dinner, okay?” 


“Okay, I will—” something on the other end of the line clicks, and Kyle panics. “Wait, Dad!” 
Shuffling. “Yes, Kyle? ” 


Kyle doesn’t know what to say. He shuffles his foot against the carpet. “Um... can... can we 
talk to Mom? Is she...” 


“She 5 sleeping, she needs rest. Dont worry, you'll be able to talk to her soon.” 


Kyle doesn’t want to accept that, but he does. This time, when their father says goodbye, 
Kyle doesn’t fight it. He says his own farewell, and that’s it. The line goes dead. He breathes 
in through his nose, deep, as he puts the phone back on its charger. He turns and makes his 
way back to the couch, where Ike has sat up impossibly straighter, expression confused and 
almost afraid. 


“What'd he say?” Ike asks. “How is she?” 


“He said she’s fine,” Kyle says. Ike slumps in his seat. He doesn’t look particularly relieved, 
though. “He said he’s staying at the hospital with her overnight, and that he’ll be home 
tomorrow.” 


“What about Mom?” Ike asks. Kyle doesn’t know how to answer that, but he has to try. 


“She’ll be home soon,” Kyle says. He hopes for the sake of his honesty that he’s right— and 
he hopes that Ike doesn’t see through the fact that he barely believes himself. Something just 
didn’t sound right over the phone. Overnight for observation? For pneumonia? If she’s 
getting better, and they want to keep her, then... just how bad was it? Or... how bad is it? 


“Kyle?” 


“Yeah?” Kyle looks over. Ike isn’t looking at him. He no longer looks stiff. His uniform has 
wrinkled a bit from where he slouches. He’s picking at the sleeves of the thin uniform jacket. 
Kyle decides it might be best to sit down, so that’s what he does. He reclaims the seat next to 
Ike on the couch. “Ike, what is it?” 


“T...” Ike’s fidgeting increases. He’s frowning. “Can I sleep in your room tonight?” 
Kyle smiles. “Yeah.” 


Ike sniffs. “Thanks,” he says. Kyle nods. Then, he picks up Ike’s plate and holds it out to 
him. 


“But only if you eat your food,” Kyle says. Ike sticks his tongue out at Kyle, but he takes the 
plate nonetheless. Kyle is satisfied when Ike finally starts to eat, and when he’s finished with 
his sandwich, Kyle takes the empty plates and tells Ike to get ready for bed. A glance at the 
clock has revealed that it’s nearing eight thirty, which feels strange to Kyle. How had so 
much time passed so quickly? But he supposes, in a way, it makes sense. He’d been rendered 
virtually speechless for a while after their father had left for the hospital. Ike’s state of horror 
had lasted significantly longer. 


Ike finally stands from the couch. He heads upstairs. Kyle makes his way into the kitchen and 
rinses them quickly in the sink. He puts them into the dishwasher, clicks off all of the lights, 
and follows his brother’s earlier path upstairs. Ike has already brushed his teeth by the time 
Kyle makes his way upstairs. Ike leaves the bathroom, dressed in his pajamas, and Kyle 
makes quick work of his nighttime routine. Ike waits for Kyle in the hallway, and they enter 
Kyle’s room together. Kyle flicks on the light so they can see as they make their way to the 
bed. 


“T call window side!” Ike says, hopping onto the mattress. He crawls over to the wall, and 
tucks himself into the blankets. Kyle smiles. The night wears on his eyes, and he would like 
nothing more than to crawl into bed with Ike, but... he feels a little incapable of doing so. 
There’s just one thing he has to do, before going to sleep. Kyle turns on his desk lamp, then 
turns off the main light to his bedroom, leaving only one corner of his room vaguely lit. Kyle 
sits down at his desk. The covers on the bed shuffle. Ike asks, “What are you doing?” 


“Just have to finish some homework,” Kyle says. “Say bedtime Sh’ma, Ill be there in a sec.” 


Ike sighs in exasperation as if he expects Kyle not to be able to hear it, but he acquiesces 
nonetheless. With the background of Ike mumbling to himself, Kyle pulls out a piece of 
paper and a pencil. There’s a pre-printed date on the paper, already. The printed date is not 
today’s exact date, but it’s close enough, so he doesn’t care. Purposefully, he begins to write. 


‘Stan, 


Out of everyone that I’ve grown up with in this weird-ass town, I'd have to say that you’ve 
changed the least ’... 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted on Wednesday, April 3rd! 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


Dog-pile 


Chapter Summary 


To break the tension in the air, Kyle laughs. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place before SYSBFK Chapter 1: Action, Effect, Fate 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


It’s about two in the afternoon when Stan stops by with a football in one hand and his hat in 
the other. He’s not so much smiling as he is grinning, happy about something or other that 
Kyle doesn’t have information on. Admittedly, Kyle doesn’t have enough of a mind to nose 
around in Stan’s business. His brain is still frazzled from last night’s revelation, and the fact 
that his mother has yet to come home isn’t helping. His father had arrived home at about nine 
that morning, talking about how she'll be home soon, but never even trying to give them a 
date. He says it should only be a day or two, and then she’ll be home. They just want to 
observe, he’d said. They want to make sure. 


Kyle wants to make sure, too, but no one’s giving him the information necessary for him to 
do so. He’s frustrated, really— and he’s happy that Stan has come over to invite him in 
playing football with the gang. It’Il just be the four of them, so it’s not an official game, but 
it’s enough action for Kyle to feel grateful for the distraction. He leaves Stan at the door to 
gather his things, tugs on his coat, dismisses himself until later, and when his father asks how 
long he’ll be, all Kyle can say is soon. He does it out of temporary, teenage spite. His father 
doesn’t seem to catch it, which is probably a good thing. 


“You got ready quick,” Stan says when Kyle has stepped out. Kyle shrugs, closing the door 
behind himself. Kyle leads the way down the driveway, zipping up his coat as he does. He 
almost slips on a patch of invisible ice, but manages to save himself before he tumbles 
embarrassingly to the pavement. Stan snorts, and in response, Kyle glares. He’s only a little 
satisfied when Stan shifts the football and his hat into the same hand, raising his newly freed 
hand into the air in surrender. 


“Where are Eric and Kenny?” Kyle asks. It’s Stan’s turn to shrug, apparently, and he does so 
quickly, seeming not to give much thought to it. Kyle quirks his brows, giving Stan his best 
questioning look. Stan must ignore it, or maybe he just doesn’t see it, because he doesn’t say 
anything in reply for a few minutes. Kyle takes to kicking intermittent piles of snow as they 
pass them, tiny little anthills of white that have collected on the sidewalk. It isn’t a far walk 


from his house to the field, but it’s far enough that he grows bored on the lack of talking. He 
decides to speak. “Something—” 


At the same time, Stan starts: “I think—” 


They both cut off, processing each other’s words a second too late. For a beat, it is quiet. 
Then, Kyle decides to say, “You go first.” 


“No, no,” Stan says. He shakes his head. “You started first, you go ahead.” 
“T wasn’t going to say anything important,” Kyle says. 
“Everything you say is important,” Stan says. 


Kyle’s eyes widen, and he looks at Stan. Stan’s looking at him, too. They’re both looking at 
each other. While that in itself isn’t particularly groundbreaking, it feels absolutely 
revolutionary, for some reason. Stan looks more shocked than Kyle does. Kyle turns his gaze 
quickly away, choosing instead to stare at the sidewalk that unfolds before them as they walk. 
Stan’s expression is burned into his mind. It’s funny— if Kyle hadn’t known better, he’d have 
thought Stan was blushing. He knows he isn’t, of course. It’s just the cold. 


“I mean—’” Stan cuts off, then, apparently unsure of how to dig himself out of this hole. Kyle 
knows what he means, of course. Stan had meant it kindly, not in any flirtatious way, but 
Stan’s pretty awkward when navigating this sort of thing. To break the tension in the air, Kyle 
laughs. 


“I know,” he says. Stan makes a humming noise, and as the moments pass, as they make their 
way further down the silence of the neighborhood, Stan laughs, too. Kyle is happy for that. It 
might sound really ridiculous, but Kyle’s afraid of doing... almost anything, with Stan. It’s 
not Stan he’s afraid of, though— not really. It’s everything else that freaks him out. He’s so 
afraid of messing up something that he can’t relax. He doesn’t understand it, and that’s hard 
for him, because he’s used to understanding things. Stan clears his throat. Kyle looks up. 
Stan’s gaze is turn downward, much like Kyle’s had been just a second ago. The breath from 
his lungs collects visibly before his nose with every exhale, before dissipating. 


“T was going to say, I think they’re at the field already,” Stan says. Kyle nods, connecting that 
easily. It makes sense. It’s not exactly the conversation starter Kyle was looking for, but it’s 
better than the endless silence. He supposes it’s also a lot better than him telling Stan about 
last night. Now that he’s had the time to mull it over, he’s decided that he wouldn’t be able to 
talk about it. Besides, it doesn’t matter. His mom will be home soon. 


The sidewalk splits into a small intersection, and Kyle keeps leading the way. They turn to 
cross the street and once they’ve crossed, they make their way over the hill and down the 
other side to the field. It’s behind trees, slightly abandoned and a little worn down since their 
childhoods. The back road a hundred yards or so from the field has been overrun by greenery 
with lack of use. Cracks run along the cement of the adjoining basketball court— but even so, 
it’s homely. Besides, they aren’t going to be monopolizing the court anyway. Their focus is 
the actual field, where trees mark the lines for games of football. Fun story: when they 
couldn’t get permission to put actual lines down in the grass, they improvised. They painted 


the trees that border the field, instead. A comfortable loophole that was met with a not so 
comfortable angry committee. But it was so worth it. 


Stan was right. Eric and Kenny are already at the field, mock-wrestling through the frosty 
grass. It can hardly be called mock-wrestling, really, because the only thing they’re doing is 
ramming into each other at low speeds. More or less, they’re just practicing for the blunt- 
force trauma that comes with playing a contact sport. Kyle is pumped for the energy, and he’s 
pumped for the adrenaline. He can’t wait to get into the action. Stan finally catches up with 
him, balancing the football precariously in the crook of his arm as he fumbles with putting on 
his hat. Kyle makes the executive decision to be in charge of the ball. He nabs it from Stan 
without a second thought, ignoring the way Stan snorts a protest of, “Dude!” 


Kyle runs deeper into the field with the football. He approaches Kenny and Eric quicker than 
he intends, and accidentally rams right into Kenny’s back. Kenny grunts and tumbles into 
Eric, who falls backwards from the shock. They topple down into the small amount of snow, 
which likely pads their fall, though Eric doesn’t seem to pleased to be the subject of their 
landing. He groans beneath them. Kyle tries to scramble up from his position, but it’s difficult 
to navigate with the football, and Kenny doesn’t seem keen on doing much of anything, if his 
laughter means anything. In fact, the only thing Kenny collaborates with is his exclamation 
of, “DOG-PILE!” 


In a matter of seconds, Stan runs down from the top of the hill and joins them, making it even 
more difficult for Kyle to get out of his predicament. Furthermore, the football rolls away. 
Whatever. At least Kyle doesn’t have to worry about keeping hold on it as he stands, right? 
With his face half-buried in Kenny’s hood, he starts to laugh. Kenny keeps laughing with his 
own hysterics, and when Eric starts to whine, “You guys, you guys I’m seriously, oh my 
god...” Stan starts laughing, too. 


It’s relatively short-lived, really. Eric’s complaining gets on their nerves, and they slowly get 
up. Stan rolls away and Kyle follows suit, scrambling over Kenny and making haste in 
retrieving their runaway football. Eric basically has to shove Kenny off of him, who is still 
pretty much debilitated by the hysterics he’s wheezing through. When Eric stands up, it’s 
revealed that the back of his jacket has been soaked through with slush. 


“Aw, weak, dude!” Eric says, shaking his arms to get the lingering excess off of his jacket. 
Kenny finally finds the strength to hop up from the ground, brushing some flakes off of his 
cargo pants as he does so. 


“That’s why you don’t wear a letterman jacket in December, idiot,” Kenny says. “It ain’t a 
good cover, like, at all.” 


“Says the kid who doesn’t have a letterman jacket,” Eric says, scoffing. 


“You think I’m gonna waste my time and money on a stupid jacket?” Kenny asks. “You can 
try to insult me about my fashion all you want, but it ain’t gonna work.” 


Kenny strikes a pose, flipping his imaginary long hair and batting his eyelashes. 


“T’m a strong, independent young woman who don’t need no man to make choices for her,” 
Kenny says. 


Kyle looks at Stan, just in time to catch Stan rolling his eyes. Kyle rolls his eyes, too. 
Typical Kenny. 


Eric grumbles some expletives before apparently gathering himself. He kicks some snow off 
of the sole of his shoe and says, “Alright, c’mon, spork-boys, lets play ball.” 


“Gladly,” Stan pitches in. He gestures Kyle over, who joins without hesitation. Stan and Eric 
take one side, and Kenny and Kyle take the other. Naturally, since Kyle is the one with the 
ball, he’s the one expected to snap it first. He has no issues with it. It gets him into the mode. 
Kyle crouches, and Kenny gets ready behind him. Stan and Eric stand in front. He glances at 
Stan and glares at Eric, who glares back. He counts down in his head, contemplating and 
readying for the throw. 


He nods, and when everyone is ready, Kyle throws the ball back to Kenny. Stan and Eric 
immediately circle around, going for no tackles early in their play. Good enough for Kyle, he 
wasn’t really prepared to hit the half-frozen ground, anyway. He follows them back. He and 
Kenny make eye contact halfway across the field, and Kenny raises his hand to throw it. Eric 
gets in the way. Kenny ducks and weaves, and once he’s in the clear, he throws it to Kyle. 
Kyle is entirely ready to catch it, and he raises his hands to do so, but Stan leaps up and 
intercepts the ball. It smacks into Stan’s chest (and he says, “Ow”, very monotonously), but 
he catches it. 


First point ends up going to Eric and Stan. It’s their turn, now. They get back into formation, 
meeting in the center of the field. Stan has the ball this time. He checks, hits the ball a few 
times against the ground (Stan does that every time— for good luck, he says), and snaps it 
back to Eric. This one is close, but Kenny and Kyle end up gaining the point for game two. 
That leaves them at a tie so far, and they’re neck-and-neck. They all get a little competitive 
when they play sports games, even if it’s only them, and even if it’s just throwing the ball 
around. They emulate without actually meaning to. 


Next start is on the shoulders of Kenny. Kyle readies himself to catch the ball, and keeps his 
gaze firmly on Eric and Stan. They’re giving Kenny a look, like they’re ready to tackle him, 
and Kyle has a firm idea on what their strategy is going to look like. He takes a step back to 
keep himself from the collateral that will ensue from their probable pile, though keeps close 
enough so he’ll be able to actually catch the ball when Kenny snaps it. Kenny calls out, rather 
theatrically, that he’s going to throw it. Eric kicks his shoulder. Kenny flips him off. 


Kenny snaps the ball. Kyle catches it and backs up, pretty much having a heart attack when 
he realizes that Eric is heading straight for him. Stan is preoccupied with keeping Kenny at 
bay, and Kyle is totally unprepared for the possible repercussions of being bulldozed by the 
two hundred plus pounds that is Eric Cartman. Kyle acts without thinking, and at the first 
opportunity he sees, pelts the ball towards Kenny. Kenny doesn’t get to it in time, and Kyle 
breaks into a run to retrieve it. He doesn’t really know what happens next. Everything goes 
really quickly. He just knows he was running for the ball, internally cringing at the wet that 
flew up from the mushy field. Then, suddenly, Stan comes out of nowhere, and the next thing 
Kyle knows, he’s on his back in the snow with Stan on top of him and no ball in sight. 


Kyle gasps for air, having had the breath knocked out of him, and in that first breath, he 
smells apples and... something else. It perplexes him, momentarily, until Stan pushes himself 
up, his hands at either side of Kyle’s head, keeping his weight off of Kyle. The apple-and- 
mystery smell dissipates. At that moment, Kyle realizes the smell of apples is Stan— and 
Stan isn’t moving. He’s hovering over Kyle, their legs still interwoven from their fall. All 
Kyle can see, or maybe all Kyle cares to see, is Stan’s face. Those wide eyes, the same color 
as the winter sky above them— his hair, strands of it falling out from under his hat. His 
cheeks are red, from the cold, from the windchill, from the breeze. But where they’re still 
touching, where Stan is sitting on his thighs, it’s almost achingly warm. Kyle’s skin tingles. 
His cheeks hurt. From the cold, of course... Stan’s lips are gently parted, breathing. 


Pink. 
They’re probably warm, too. 
Is it just Kyle, or is time at a standstill? 


And then he realizes Stan has been talking this whole time. “—yle? ...Kyle, say something, 
are you okay?” 


Oh, fuck. Kyle’s chest tightens significantly, and without thinking, he scowls and blurts, “You 
idiot, watch where you’re going.” 


Stan’s cheeks turn deeper red, probably from embarrassment. Kyle feels bad, but he’d prefer 
the guilt over the... weird butterflies, any day. “Sorry,” Stan says. 


Stan moves to stand up, but he doesn’t get very far before Eric shouts, ““_DOG-PILE!” 


A few hours later, once they’ve recovered from the spontaneous dog-pile incited by Eric, 
Kyle realizes the mystery smell he’d caught from Stan had been weed. At the realization, he 
asks if he can spend the night. 


Stan says yes. 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be on Friday, April 5th 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


The Bottle of Perrier 


Chapter Summary 


But— and this is a big but— Kyle is fine. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“Are you okay?” 


Kyle perks up from where he sits on the bed, blinking away the fatigue that has started to 
gather in his eyes. He’s met with a similar gaze of Stan, though his isn’t tired. Instead, he has 
that confusion. Intermixed within that confusion is soft concern. It’s probably the lack of 
sleep talking, but Kyle can’t help but liken Stan to an adorable lost puppy. Kyle shakes his 
head, adjusting to sit upright with his legs spread out rather than laying on his stomach. 
“Yeah, man, I’m fine,” he says. 


Stan doesn’t seem convinced. He frowns, just a little, seemingly caught between the 
conversation and the movie. Kyle and Stan had decided to move Shelly’s old television into 
Stan’s room so they could binge-watch eighties movies. The sound of Better Off Dead lingers 
in the background, in the middle of the classic post-school dance paperboy pursuit scene. 
Kyle is just about to settle back into the movie when Stan pipes up with, “Are you sure? 
You’ve seemed a little weird all day.” 


Has he? Kyle hasn’t noticed. Then again, why would he notice anything wrong with himself? 
He is himself. He knows the bullshit that’s going on internally, and he’s almost positive that 
he’s been acting normal. Maybe it’s the fact that he’s dwelling. His brain feels stuck, on an 
endless loop of reminders. The smallest thing will remind Kyle of something that’s been 
ailing him. He’ll see Stan’s mother and think of his own, he’ll get too close to Stan and smell 
apples, he’ll remember the fact that he packed an extra set of clothing just to be prepared for 
smelling like weed when he gets home, or his hand will brush Stan’s hand and his skin will 
start to tingle like he’s never been touched before, it— it’s overwhelming. 


But— and this is a big but— Kyle is fine. 


“Dude, are you sure you re okay?” Kyle asks, adding a healthy dose of sarcasm to his retort. 
Stan furrows his brows, which only makes him look even more... there’s no word for it. It’s 
just this look. It’s just Stan. He looks Stan-ly. Kyle turns back to the movie, rolling his 
shoulders back to keep himself awake. He can’t fall asleep yet. He has to stay up, long 
enough for Stan to make that decision. He has to be conscious when Stan finally can’t take it 
anymore, when he will undeniably crawl over to his closet and withdraw the marijuana and 
say I hope you don t mind, and Kyle will say that he doesn’t, but Kyle always does. He 


minds. Always used to, at least. The fear would catch up with him, the weird feeling of 
breaking down and just trying it already. And now things have changed. Now he can’t wait 
for it. He’s nervously excited. For some reason, he’s certain the weed will help. Kyle rubs his 
eyes, trying to wake up already, Christ... had he really stayed up that late? He says, “Because 
I’ve been acting fine, dude, and you might be projecting.” 


“You’re rubbing your eyes,” Stan says, pointing. “You’re tired, man, and it isn’t even eight 
yet... you, like, never fall asleep before eight.” 


“I’m not tired,” Kyle protests, and rolls his eyes when Stan gives him this look. “I’m not!” 
“You totally are, and nothing you say can convince me otherwise.” 


“Allergies,” Kyle says. The mantra of “Two dollars!” drones from the television. Stan doesn’t 
laugh at it like he usually does, which means he isn’t paying attention to the movie at all 
anymore. Kyle hates that. He hates the fact that Stan’s attention is on him, he hates the fact 
that Stan has picked up on something, he hates it. But at the same time, embarrassingly, 
horribly, frighteningly, Kyle loves it. And that sounds absolutely awful, it does— he knows 
that, but he can’t help it. He just wishes the attention was from something better. 


Stan reaches out to nudge Kyle’s arm. Afraid of the pins and needles, Kyle acts on instinct 
and slaps his hand away before Stan can touch him. Stan’s eyes widen as he withdraws. 
“Dude—” 


“Don’t ‘dude’ me.” 
Stan snaps, “Then holy shit, Kyle, what is with you?” 


Kyle falls quiet. He scoots sideways, just a tinge, but then realizes that might look even 
worse, and quickly adjusts to brush it off as him just shifting. Fortunately enough for him, 
Stan doesn’t seem to notice anything amiss with his posture. Stan seems to withdraw, rubbing 
the heels of his palms into his eyes and then pinching the bridge of his nose. 


“Look,” Stan says, looking up. “Look, okay? I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap at you, that was 
uncalled for, I’m just— y’ know, you’re being quiet, and it’s kinda, like, unnerving me, dude.” 


“Okay, that’s nice,” Kyle grunts. He can’t help the bitter tone. His hand is doing that tingling 
thing, from where he hit Stan’s hand away. He rubs at the spot with his thumb, trying to focus 
on the texture of his own skin. “I don’t know why it’d unnerve you, but fine, whatever.” 


Stan doesn’t appear to take too kindly to that, for some reason, but he doesn’t seem all too 
bittered by it, either. He simply huffs, leans back on his hands on the bed, and turns his 
attention back to the television. The paperboy scene is long since over, and Kyle is 
admittedly a little upset that they missed the French food scene. He decides to say as much. If 
Stan’s freaked out by his quiet, then he’ll say whatever the fuck comes to mind, and he won’t 
give a single shit— but Kyle will say nothing about the way he wants to throw his arms over 
Stan’s shoulders and bury his face in Stan’s neck and drown in the scent of his apple 
shampoo. That’s an exception. 


God, how miserable is that thought? How miserable is Kyle for thinking it? He should be 
ashamed of himself. He is. 


He’s so fucking ashamed. He feels like a—... 


“Hand me the remote,” Kyle says, leaning over Stan to grab it from its perch on the 
windowsill. It’s sitting next to the cinder block that Stan keeps there for his smoking habits. 
He usually puts it away so his parents don’t catch on to the fact that he smokes weed, but it’s 
still there. He must have smoked pretty recently. Or, maybe, Stan has finally accepted the fact 
that Mr and Mrs Marsh already know full-well that Stan smokes. 


At least... Kyle’s pretty sure they know. They have to, right? Stan never was great at hiding 
things. 


Kyle resettles himself (his entire being vibrating from close proximity) and rewinds to the 
scene. 


“Dude,” Stan says. Kyle doesn’t bother glancing over. “Dude, what are you doing.” 


“T’m baking a cake,” Kyle says sarcastically. He rolls his eyes, clicking play when he gets to 
the scene. “Holy shit, Stan, I’m rewinding it, what does it look like?” 


“Yeah, yeah, no, I get that, but, like...” Stan cuts off. “Why.” 
“Because I like the French scene,” Kyle says. 
“The French scene? Uh, which one?” 


“The one that’s playing, jackass,” Kyle says. He snorts, feeling a little better with the banter, 
and tosses the remote at Stan. Stan catches it before it tumbles onto the floor and puts it back 
onto the windowsill. Kim Darby has just pulled John Cusack into the dining room. Kyle 
scoots forward on the bed, already smiling at the knowledge of the lines. He’s seen this 
movie plenty of times, with and without Stan, but mostly with. It’s kind of their thing, at this 
point. They both have scenes they recite lines to. They rarely reference it in their day-to-day 
life, but when they watch it, they delve in hard. 


“Kyle—” 
“Shut up, she’s getting the French fries.” 
Stan snorts, amused. “Holy shit, dude, actually?” 


“T’m not kidding, Stan, if you don’t shut up, I'll rewind to this scene for the next half hour 
and make you watch every second until you can appreciate its beauty.” 


“Um, wow, was that the dorkiest thing I’ve ever heard?” Stan says, lifting a hand to his ear. 
Kyle turns his body just enough to kick Stan. He’s still staring intently at the television, 
enraptured with the French dressing, so he doesn’t see where he kicks Stan. He just feels the 
impact and hears Stan go, “Ow, that was my dick!” 


Kyle nearly leaps out of his skin, snapping his attention over to Stan and pulling his legs 
away so he can’t inflict any further damage to his friend. “Oh my god, I am so sorr—” 


But Stan’s just sitting there, rubbing his side and snickering like he’s made the funniest joke 
in the universe, and— 


“You asshole,” Kyle hisses, glancing back at the television. His mouth falls open, 
overwhelmed in agitation at what he sees. “You made me miss the Perrier!” 


“Oh no, whatevuh shall we do?” Stan asks, feigning the shittiest damsel-in-distress accent 
Kyle has ever heard. Stan tosses his head back dramatically, pressing the back of his free 
hand against his forehead. “How shall we suh-vive, without that ambrosia— the nectuh of the 
gods— Peru.” 


Kyle kicks him and tells him to go fuck himself. Stan only reacts with a laugh, which makes 
Kyle kick him again, this time actually aiming for Stan’s nether regions. Stan picks up on this 
and immediately blocks Kyle’s foot with his arms. Kyle rights himself again, leaning over to 
grab the remote from Stan’s windowsill for the second time that evening. He rewinds to the 
beginning of the scene, and when Stan tries to fight for the remote in protest, Kyle holds it 
high and far behind himself. “I warned you, dude!” Kyle says, leaning back when Stan lunges 
for the remote. 


“No, Kyle, no,” Stan laughs, once again trying to grab the remote. Kyle gets to his knees, 
unbalanced on the mattress, but he doesn’t care. “I’m sorry, don’t torture me like this.” 


“Nope, we’re doing this.” 
Stan whines, “Kyle.” 


Stan makes no moves for the remote for a good minute or two, which means they watch the 
scene a good four or five times. Each and every time, Kyle rewinds, never getting tired of the 
repetition. Stan’s increased discomfort is just making this whole thing ten times better. 


Finally, Stan seems to lose it. He stands up and walks to Kyle’s side of the bed, making a 
grab for the remote. Kyle doesn’t let him get it. He stands on the bed, because he’s not about 
to give up that easily. He’s having too much fun, in the moment— and Stan is still smiling, to 
some extent, so it’s technically not out of bounds. 


“Dude, dude you’re killing me,” Stan says. The scene ends for the sixth (or, maybe seventh) 
time, and then Kyle rewinds. Rinse and repeat. Stan groans, rolling his head back. “Oh. My. 
God.” 


“ ‘Now, in honor of our special guest’...” Kyle recites, matching with the cadence of Kim 
Darby. Stan climbs onto the bed, apparently having had enough of the shenanigans. Kyle 
keeps reciting, even when Stan makes another insistent grab for the remote control. The 
balance is a little off, what with the fact that they’re both standing on a relatively unstable 
— and probably old— mattress, but Kyle doesn’t complain. 


“Kyle, gimme the remote,” Stan says. 


““Frawnch fries’, Kyle says. Stan moves like he’s going to reach, and Kyle holds the remote 
back— but Stan doesn’t reach. Instead, he lunges, hopping forward on the mattress to claim 
the remote as his. Kyle yelps, a sound somewhere between shock and amusement, suddenly 
caught particularly off-kilter. He stumbles forward, hitting Stan’s chest head-first. Stan drops 
the remote immediately. It hits his foot, but he doesn’t flinch at that impact. Kyle can feel his 
face start to heat up. Stan has his hands on Kyle’s shoulders, keeping him upright, and all 
Kyle can think about is the tingling from the contact. 


“Holy shit,” Stan says. The humor is mostly gone, the smile fading from his face, and Kyle 
wishes it back. He knows it’s only gone temporarily, but he wishes it back so much. He grabs 
Stan’s arms to right himself, blinking away the mild disorientation that came from having 
almost fallen. For a moment, they just look at each other. Then Stan asks, “Are you okay? 
You’re looking a little flushed.” 


“I’m fine,” Kyle says. His cheeks hurt. It’s from smiling, and he knows that, but he can’t help 
but think about the way his skin is warm. Stan knows. He has to. Right? The guilt of the pins 
and needles in his shoulders freaks Kyle out. He pulls away, slowly lowering himself down 
from the bed. “I’m fine, dude, you just pushed me off balance, that’s all.” 


“That’s all?” asks Stan, hopping down a second later. 


Kyle nods and says, “That’s all.” 


Chapter End Notes 


the french scene in better off dead is one of my favorites ngl 
next update will be posted on Sunday, April 7th 
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Karma 


Chapter Summary 


It feels wrong. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place during SYSBFK Chapter 1: Action, Effect, Fate 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Kyle had been right— Stan’s lips are warm. They’re soft and smooth, present and captivating 
and lovely. It’s everything he’s ever wanted and more. He didn’t understand the term sparks 
fly in reference to romance— or, in reference to anything other than literally— but now he 
gets it. Electricity prickles his skin and makes the hairs on his arms and the back of his neck 
stand on end. He craves to just be close. He craves to be held, squeezed until he can barely 
breathe and more. He curls his fingers into Stan’s hair, arching his back to press as close as 
possible. He feels Stan adjust them on his bed, sliding those fantastically rough hands over 
the skin of Kyle’s hips and around to cradle him comfortably. Their chests and stomachs are 
pushed, flush, together; their lips still locked, refusing to pull away. They are so connected, 
it’s enough to make Kyle cry. Thankfully, he manages to keep tears at bay. 


Stan pulls away, and Kyle can’t help it. He whines his protest, trying to pull Stan’s face back 
down to his own and resume the kissing. Stan chuckles in that way he does, where it comes 
out a little like a snort at first but then tapers into glorified giggles, and Kyle can perfectly 
picture the face he makes when he does: the narrowed eyes and the parted lips, just open 
enough to reveal a sliver of the white of his top front teeth— 


Suddenly, Kyle is looking into that face, and Stan is so close to him (so close so close so 
close). Stan adjusts again, burying his face into the side of Kyle’s neck and pressing fluttering 
butterfly kisses over the skin, trailing up instead of down which confuses Kyle for a second, 
but then Stan is kissing down instead and Kyle forgets Stan was ever doing it differently than 
he’d expect. 


The pleasure he feels is so whole. It isn’t concentrated or quick or spiking, like it usually 
would be in any other situation he’s found himself in (which, assuredly, is zero with any other 
person). This is a rolling wave, a fantastic ache that he wants to feel more of, that he can’t get 
enough of, that he wants to drown in. Stan kisses him on the mouth again and it’s perfect. 
Kyle clutches Stan’s shoulders, curls his fingers into the sweatshirt. Kyle opens his mouth, 


and Stan delves in closer, caging him against the bed and making Kyle feel safe. It’s just 
them, here, and no one can break it. No one can ruin it. 


Stan traces the sides of his fingers down Kyle’s back, and sides, and hips and thighs and 
they’re so close it hurts and Kyle never wants it to stop hurting and 


Kyle wakes up. 


He inhales sharply, eyes fluttering open into the darkness of Stan’s bedroom. He’s 
disoriented, for a moment, because it’s exactly where he remembers being, except the same 
things aren’t happening. The only thing touching Kyle is the overheating prison of the 
blanket, soft against the bare skin of his arms. He blinks, trying to reset his aching brain, 
trying to forget the dream and make sure it didn’t... like, effect him, in the real world, 
because Stan is right there and he... Kyle can’t do that, he can’t handle that, it’d kill him. 
After a quick check-in with his mind and body, Kyle comes to the conclusion that he’s in the 
clear. Everything is normal. Except for the terrifying memory of having such a... dream, 
about his best friend. 


During a sleepover. 


Kyle feels sick to his stomach. He feels like he broke trust, like he violated Stan somehow, 
even though he hasn’t done anything. He doesn’t want to feel like this anymore. Stan has a 
girlfriend. Kyle should, too, but he doesn’t, and he’s afraid that maybe he— maybe he doesn’t 
have a girlfriend because he’s— 


He’s... 
No. 
No, no no no, not tonight. Not right now. Not ever, in fact. He can’t be. Right? 


Kyle has finally managed to reorient himself by this point, and with that, he takes in the 
image of Stan more fully. He’s sitting next to the window, curled basically into a ball with his 
side against the wall, his head resting on the left side of the window’s wooden frame. That 
window is open, and from it blows a distinctly chilling breeze. Kyle shivers when his brain 
registers the cold, and that shiver turns into a shudder when he realizes what Stan is doing. 
Fuck. Fuck, Kyle had fallen asleep. He hadn’t even asked Stan if he could smoke weed, yet, 
he was supposed to stay up waiting for Stan to grab it himself and then casually ask if he 
could join, this— this isn’t going to plan. The joint is half-finished. Kyle has to act fast. 


Stan turns. He’s high. Passably so, at least, with how languid he moves. Stan looks at him, 
and Kyle looks back. Slowly, Kyle shifts, pushing himself upright in a bed that’s too warm 
compared to the juxtaposition of the air that’s too cold. He watches as Stan rubs his nose, 
balancing the joint carefully between his fingers. He drops his hand again, resting it by the 
wall. The joint huffs smoke. 


“Are you smoking?” Kyle asks, almost wincing at just how rough his voice is. He could go 
for some water, but at the same time, he can wait. Stan flicks the wall. 


“No, I’m eating,” Stan slurs. Yeah, okay, definitely high. Kyle takes a breather, thinking his 
way through it. He ignores the fact that Stan has crinkled his nose, obviously not pleased with 
something. Stan flicks the wall again and, still staring at Kyle, brings the joint up to his lips 
to breathe in the smoke. The fuck, why is Stan staring at him like that? 


“Dude,” Kyle says, trying to get an answer. He gets one. 
“I know,” Stan mumbles, “I’m putting it out now.” 


What? No, that’s the opposite of what Kyle wants. Stan shifts, and Kyle is incredibly thankful 
that he’s as slow as he is with the marijuana in his system. “No, man, that’s not—” Kyle cuts 
himself off, unsure of how he should proceed. He can’t think. He’s nervous, jittery and 
shaking and his muscles feel weak. Kyle pinches the bridge of his nose and shuts his eyes, 
trying to ignore the fact that he’s copying Stan’s usual habit. He hadn’t meant to. He’d just 
done it. Fuck. Fuck. It’s fine. Finally, Kyle just says, “Stop.” 


The air is speeding up. Kyle can feel it. He slowly opens his eyes, dropping his hand back 
down to the bed. Stan sits still, holding the joint close to the cinder block, but not putting it 
out. Smoke drifts and dissipates. 


“Can I try?” Kyle asks. Stan blinks. 


“Try what?” he replies. “Putting it out? Fine, I don’t care, make like Beauty and be my 
guest.” 


Stan reaches out to give Kyle the joint, and against all sense of better judgment, Kyle gets 
caught up in the message rather than the fact that Stan is literally handing over the weed 
without protest. That being said, Kyle slaps Stan’s hand. Stan pulls away. Immediately, Kyle 
realizes what he’s just done. His heart plummets. “Wait, no, shit,” Kyle says, holding his 
hand out as an offer of retrieval. Stan doesn’t seem impressed, though. He pulls back even 
further, pretty much attaching himself to the wall behind him. Then, he lifts the joint above 
his head. Kyle remembers watching Better Off Dead with Stan yesterday, before dinner. Kyle 
remembers the way he had held the remote above his head in that exact fashion. He 
remembers the teasing, the climbing onto the bed, the falling into Stan’s chest, the are you 
okay and the tingling and the dream— Kyle’s face heats up. He feels it. He’s grateful for the 
darkness. 


“Jesus Christ, Kyle, make up your mind,” Stan says. “Do you want the fucking thing or not?” 


“I do, I—” but arguing seems futile. His face heats up even more, unbearable. He’s anxious. 
“Just— just give it to me, dammit.” 


“Okay, I know you’re a perfectionist, but I really think I can put out a joint more effectively 
than you can.” 


Kyle blinks. “Excuse me?” he asks, scooting forward. 


Stan begins to ramble. “You've only ever smoked a cigarette, and remember when you tried 
to put it out? It burnt the fucking school down... granted, it was pretty sweet because we 


didn't have school for a while, but that isn't my point.” 


Oh for fuck’s... “Hey! you were there, too, you asshole,” Kyle hisses, jabbing Stan in the 
sternum. He huffs, “And you were the one who suggested we throw them away.” 


“I didn’t mean into a dumpster full of kindling.” Stan brushes Kyle’s finger away. Kyle 
pretends not to notice the crappy coordination in favor of defending himself and his position, 
entirely certain that he was not the sole cause of that stupid fire back in fourth grade. He 
lowers his brows and opens his mouth to speak, but hesitates. He inches a bit closer. 


“Then why were we smoking next to a dumpster?” Kyle crawls up to Stan, on all fours at this 
point. His hands rest, one at either side of Stan’s legs, digging his fingers into the mattress. 
Their faces are close. It’d be a lie to say Kyle doesn’t notice. He forces himself to stare into 
Stan’s eyes— not that Stan’s exactly in the best mental state to notice if he were to look 
anywhere else. It’s quiet— a beat. Stan lowers the joint, and Kyle thinks he might finally give 
it up, but he doesn’t. He just holds it out the window. What is he doing? Trying to keep the 
smoke outside? It’s too late for that. Kyle loses the anger immediately. Stan’s high, and 
Kyle... “Listen, Stan, I just want to get high.” 


Stan’s eyes widen a minuscule amount, and Kyle doesn’t know what the expression means. 
The quiet suffocates them in rapid intervals. Kyle can feel it. The air heats, the particles are 
accelerating. They both look away from each other— and Kyle backs away, closing his eyes 
for a moment. Jesus... what was he thinking? Getting high? Is this... really a good idea? He 
wants nothing more than to feel relaxed, to get high and smoke, but Stan doesn’t seem too 
happy about it. Kyle is selfish, isn’t he? 


“Sorry,” Kyle says. Stan says nothing. Kyle continues, “I just wanted to... y’know, you seem 
to enjoy it, so...” 


Kyle’s arms are tingling, which is weird, because Stan hasn’t touched him. He rubs at his 
arms, trying to make the sensation go away. He wants to feel better. What else can he say? 


“I mean, I'll understand if you don't want to share, it is your weed, after all, and I don't want 
to push you, or anything, into letting me... use it, but, um...” Kyle feels ridiculous. He feels 
like a moron. Is this worth it? Of course it is. He wants to. But should he? He doesn’t know, 
he doesn’t know, he doesn’t know— he doesn’t know anything anymore, and he just keeps 
talking to fill the silence, to explain himself somehow. “...you offered, once, a while ago? 
And I don't regret not trying it then, because we were thirteen, or something, but— I've been 
thinking about it, and I kind of want to try.” 


Kyle is afraid. He doesn’t want to ruin anything, but he’s afraid he already has. Is it weak to 
say he feels vulnerable? Stan does that to him. Kyle hates that so fucking much. He lowers 
his head in shame of who he is. His thoughts. Kyle is gross, isn’t he? Being attracted to his 
best friend, that has to be fucked up, right? It feels wrong. It. 


It. 


Hurts? 


And... 
He doesn’t want to be like this. 


“You sure, dude?” Stan asks, and Kyle immediately looks up. His emotions are running 
rampant, excluding his brain from thinking further than the automatic reaction. 


“If I wasn’t sure, I wouldn’t be bringing it up,” he replies. 


Stan looks at the joint like it’s some valuable artifact, pauses— and then he holds it out, 
offering it to Kyle and saying, “Okay, then.” 


Kyle could cry. He could, but he doesn’t. He doesn’t want to be all lame like that, it’d be 
fucking ridiculous. He reaches for the joint— and blinks away the confusion when Stan 
withdraws again. What the fuck. What the fuck. What the fuck? Stan can’t do that, Kyle’s 
heart feels like it’s going to explode; he s freaking out, here. “Dude!” Kyle cries, watching as 
Stan raises the joint back above his head. 


Stan says, “Before I give you this, I need you to solemnly swear that you won't blame me if 
you end up loving it, and ultimately become a total bad-boy stoner.” 


...what? 


“Come on, man. ‘J solemnly swear’... 


“You sound like Cartman,” Kyle snaps, glaring daggers. He’s not stable enough for joking 
around. He doesn’t have the energy. But Stan chuckles, the same way he always does, the 
same way he did in Kyle’s dream, and Kyle wants to give up and break down in a puddle and 
die and forget anything ever existed. He’s afraid. He’s afraid for his mom, for his future, for 
himself, for what feels so disgusting and wrong, for wanting to kiss Stan even though he 
fucking hates him. 


Except he doesn’t hate Stan. 


He hates that he doesn’t hate him, because hating him would be so much easier. It would be 
so much easier than trying to force back all of this uncontrollable bullshit— 


Stan lowers the joint. Kyle half expects Stan to put it back out the window, but he doesn’t. He 
holds it out, and Kyle— 


Kyle takes it without hesitation. 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted Monday, April 8th 
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Omniscience (They Know) 


Chapter Summary 


Impostor. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


He feels like everyone knows. 


Walking through the hallways of Hell’s Pass hospital for the first time in at least a few years, 
Kyle feels like everyone knows. He doesn’t know anyone that he passes by, nor does he so 
much as look at them, but his insecurity runs deep. It’s not particularly cold today, yet even 
so, he’d decided to don his winter jacket. He left it unzipped so he could tug at each side, 
hugging it as tight around himself as possible. It condenses his chest, the plastic-like fabric— 
it makes him feel like he’s suffocating. It reminds him of the weed, of last night. It reminds 
him of Stan and the joint, of taking it too quickly for it to seem like a passing urge, of 
inhaling it wrong and coughing it back out. The smoke still feels like it’s stuck in his throat, 
charring his esophagus and rusting his lungs. 


Kyle keeps rubbing his neck. He hugs his jacket around him with one hand, bunching it in his 
palm. With the other hand— his free hand— he presses his fingertips to his throat and rubs, 
counting his breaths in accordance with his steps. His shoulders are more or less relaxed. 
He’s okay, really. He’s just paranoid that people are watching him from— like, somewhere. 
It’s weird. He doesn’t usually feel like this. He’s nervous that they can smell the weed on 
him. He’s nervous that his father knows, even though he hasn’t made any moves or gestures 
to suggest such a thing. He’s just been leading Kyle and Ike up the floors and through the 
halls to where their mother is. They pass a nurse who pushes an empty wheelchair. She 
smiles at him, and Kyle coughs, once again rubbing his throat. They turn into a bay of some 
kind, passing a large sign that displays the fact that this is a respiratory unit. The carpet is 
deep brown, curling with shapes and colors and it’s seriously fucking up Kyle’s brain right 
now. He’s noticing everything. 


Is he still high? 


What? No. That’s the single stupidest thought Kyle has ever had ever. He took one drag, at 
two in the morning, and coughed all of it out immediately. Most of it out. Some of it out? 
Weed only lasts a couple of hours. The only reason Kyle is feeling weird is because he’s 
guilty. He’s guilty of finally saying goodbye to his stupid cleanliness. It feels... fucking 
horrible. 


At first, it’d felt nice. Kyle hadn’t gotten high, even immediately after smoking, or whatever, 
but sitting with Stan and bonding in silence over something they now had both done at least 
once was... good. It felt like renewal. Like they could be as close as they once were. Like 
they can fix it. 


“Kyle, what are you doing?” 


Immediately, Kyle drops his hand from his throat and straightens up. He looks at his father, 
who stares at him a little strangely. Kyle blinks away a sudden bleariness. “Um, what?” he 
asks. His throat is dry. His voice crackles. Kyle clears his throat. They come to a stop outside 
of a room. There is a waiting area behind them, where a couple of people sit reading 
magazines and warming at a fake fireplace. That waiting room doesn’t matter to Kyle, 
though. Redundantly, there is a room. A room, a room, a room, and that room is where his 
mother is. He steps forward to go in, but his father holds him back, taking his shoulders and 
spinning him around. He fights back the urge to protest, because it’s never ended well when 
he’s tried to argue with his parents, and simply repeats, “What?” 


“Are you feeling okay?” his father asks, looking him in the eyes. Kyle has never before been 
so aware of just how much he doesn’t want to be making eye contact with anyone. He blinks 
a few more times, opens his mouth to speak, but his father beats him to it. “Is your throat 
sore? Do you have a cough?” 


“What?” Okay, even Kyle is getting sick of his repetitive question. “No, Dad, I’m fine.” 


Kyle glances at Ike, who is staring at the two of them with apprehension. He looks like he 
gets something that Kyle isn’t picking up on, and it frustrates Kyle. Their father finally lets 
go of Kyle’s shoulders, apparently backing up from whatever he’d been possessed by. 
“Okay,” he says, moving to pat Ike’s back and usher him forward, closer to the door, and 
closer to where Kyle is hovering. “You can go in.” 


Their father excuses himself to go do something or other, probably get water or use the 
restroom or something. Kyle hadn’t managed to catch whatever it was that he’d said before 
he’d just up and disappeared. Kyle swallows. He puts a reassuring hand on Ike’s shoulder, 
and Ike seems to appreciate it. He glances up at Kyle, and Kyle glances down at him. They 
nod once, exchanging a silent acknowledgment in the form of some unspoken conversation. 
Kyle leads the way, protective of what they might see. Their father hadn’t filled them in on 
what had happened. They just know that she isn’t coming home as soon as they’d thought, 
and Kyle doesn’t want to push Ike into seeing their mother hooked up to any machines. 


She isn’t. In fact, she looks absolutely fine. The only difference is the fact that she’s wearing 
one of those hospital gown things, sitting in bed reading a book. The most startling thing is 
the oxygen mask she’s wearing. She must hear them approach, because as soon as they step 
in, she lifts her head and smiles. She bookmarks the page she’s on, saying, “My boys! Come 
here, sit.” 


Her voice is muffled from the oxygen mask, but that doesn’t last long. She quickly removes 
it, and as Ike approaches to sit on the side of her bed, Kyle gives her a worried look. “Ma, are 
you sure you should be taking that off?” he asks. She waves off the concern. 


“Oh, this thing?” she says, barely gesturing towards it. Ike scoots forward until he can hug 
her. Kyle walks forward, grabbing a chair and pulling it up to her bedside. He sits in it, 
shifting around a bit uncomfortably. Ike finally lets go of their mother and backs up to sit 
normally at the foot of her bed. He tugs at his winter hat, apparently discovering it to be a 
good absentminded fidget. She laughs quietly. “It’s nothing, bubbeh, don’t worry about it.” 


She changes topics quickly, apparently not too keen on lingering on the sentiment of the 
oxygen mask. Kyle doesn’t know how he feels about the leap. She asks about school, and 
when Kyle says everything's going good, Ike hops in to start rambling about the projects 
they’re working on at his school. He talks about the advanced mathematics classes and the 
project-based learning. Kyle usually wouldn’t be thrilled to listen to Ike talk about school, but 
right now, it’s more than welcome. Kyle is grateful for the out, he’s grateful for the 
monopolization. The more Ike talks, the less Kyle has to, and he likes that. He doesn’t have 
much to say, anyway, save for the basic niceties and sentiments of similar nature. 


Kyle is contented to sit there, listening to the conversation rather than cutting in. He tries to 
ignore the soft noises of the hospital around them, and he tries to ignore the visuals of the 
outside world through the window. There’s a decent amount of space in this room, and it’s 
dark. The lights are off, for some reason. Kyle folds his hands in his lap, picking at his own 
fingers and scratching the backs of his wrists with his nails. Soon enough, Dad comes back. 
Ike is still talking to their mother, and Kyle is still listening. Their father pulls up a chair. 


And then it’s three people in a conversation. Kyle is the odd one out. The black sheep of the 
family, in this situation. The quiet one, the one that looks and watches and observes. He’s still 
paranoid. It’s an itching in the back of his brain, telling him they know. Someone knows. 
Someone knows he broke the law, someone knows he smoked weed with Stan last night, 
someone knows he’s gay— 


Not gay, he’s not... 
Impostor. 
He glances down; he stares at the floor. 


Kyle flinches when he hears his mother start to cough. It’s rough, loud and kind of cracking, 
and Kyle holds his breath instinctively. He hates hospitals. He’s not concerned about catching 
pneumonia from his mother, but it’s reminding him of all of the other germs that are loitering 
around in places like these. He forces the thoughts of that away, sitting up a little straighter, 
ready to run in case something happens, ready to go grab a nurse or a doctor or whatever the 
fuck they have around here, but it doesn’t come to that. Mom stops coughing. She clears her 
throat, looks at Dad and asks, “I’m sorry, could you ask the nurse if I can get some water?” 


“Of course,” their father replies. He stands from the chair. Ike immediately hops off of the 
bed. 


“T’m coming too!” he says, all firm and ambitious in his tone, like this is going to be the thing 
that saves the world. Like this is going to be the thing that reverses astatine. Kyle can’t help 
but smile a little at that thought, shaking his head lightly. Ike follows their father out of the 
hospital room, and then it’s just Kyle and his mother. 


Kyle stares at the door. For too long, maybe. He doesn’t know. He just feels kind of tired. 
Drained, he guesses, and a little... off? Maybe he shouldn’t have tried smoking weed. He 
didn’t take in very much at all, but he’s freaking out still. If he’s honest, all he wants to do is 
drop his head into his hands and fall asleep. But he doesn’t do that. It’d look extremely 
worrying, and his mother has always been kind of... doting. 


“How are you?” she finally asks, her voice taking on that sweet tone that only mothers seem 
to be able to master. Kyle perks up, looks at her, and shrugs. 


“I’m okay,” he says. He rubs his hands together, fidgeting imperceptibly. Kyle hates 
hospitals. He really hates hospitals. He never has good experiences in hospitals. They remind 
him of the worst fucking shit. He asks, “Ma, when are you getting out of here?” 


“PI be home soon, bubbeh,” his mother tells him. And that’s it. She doesn’t elaborate. Kyle 
wants her to. He wants to know what’s going on, he wants to know every little detail, he 
wants to know why she hasn’t been able to come home yet. It’s pneumonia. Pneumonia used 
to be deadly, but medicine has come a long way. Now only little kids and old people get 
messed up by it. His mother is a healthy woman. Why is she hospitalized by it? “Don’t 
worry, Kyle, P1 be fine.” 


“Yeah,” Kyle says. He feels lame for not being able to say much more. His mouth just really 
isn’t connecting to his brain right now. 


“So, tell me, what’s new for you? Things get awfully stopped up in here, you know, it’s really 
driving me up the wall,” she says. Kyle smiles. He’s terrified that she can see through it, but 
he pushes the terror away in favor of thought. Genuine thought, not anxious freaking-out 
thought. There’s something pressing on him, making him feel uncomfortable and awful and 
like a horrible person. He wants to talk about it, but he doesn’t want to, like... talk about it. 


He... 
He needs to... 


“Not a lot is new for me,” Kyle says, shrugging his shoulders. He sighs. He closes his eyes. 
He’s thinking of a way to maneuver around the topic without... making it overwhelmingly 
obvious. He really needs to talk to someone— and like hell he’s going to see a counselor. He 
trusts his mom. She’s always been there for him, even if she is a little eccentric sometimes. 
“T’m just a little confused, I guess.” 


“What about?” she asks. Kyle starts to bounce his foot. He tries to figure out how to word it. 
He tries really hard. 


I think I might be gay. I think I might be gay. I think I might be gay. Would you be upset if I 
was? If I were gay, would you be mad? Would you be disappointed? Would you hate me? 
Would you... kick me out? 


Kyle swallows. 


Just say it. It’s not that big of a deal. 


Except it is. 

I’m a weirdo, aren t I? 

It feels monumental, and it’s building on his tongue, and he’s about to say it. 
I'm a disappointment. 

He’s about to say J might be gay I might be gay I might be gay I mightbegayI 
I 

am scared. 


“What does Ike expect to gain from accompanying Dad to go get water?” Kyle asks instead. 


Chapter End Notes 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


Intermission 


Chapter Summary 


Kyle grips Stan’s hand tighter. 


Afraid. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“So, is he dead, or what?” Eric asks, leaning back in the chair. 


It creaks under his weight, struggling on the two hind legs as he tips back in it. After taking a 
moment to rock in the weary, worn hospital chair, Kenny grabs his shoulders and pushes him 
forward, forcing Eric to sit in the chair normally. At the force, Eric groans, flapping his hands 
in the general direction of Kenny to get him to fuck off. Kenny only smacks Eric’s hands 
away, not bothered by the irritation. “Will you fucking stop?” Kenny snaps. “This is serious, 
you idiot.” 


“Yeah, okay, I know it’s serious, god,” Eric replies, making a face. He leans his elbows on his 
knees, finally glancing towards Stan, who lays motionless in the bed. He rubs his chin. 
“You're the one who isn’t answering my question.” 


“That’s because your question is stupid,” says Kenny. 
Eric argues, “It is not!” 
Kenny smacks the back of Eric’s head. It makes a sound, a lightly audible thwap. 


Kyle watches, silent. One of Stan’s hands is between his own. He rubs the skin of Stan’s palm 
with his thumb, hardly aware of the texture, or the fact that it’s soft against his fingertips, or 
the fact that it’s dry and he feels a little cold. It’s day two, of zero response, with a ventilator, 
but Kyle’s thoughts never linger too long on that machine. They never linger too long on the 
weak presence of Stan in the room, because the more Kyle thinks about it, the less he feels 
him there. So he focuses on other things: the way the blankets smell like plastic, and the way 
the curtains are drawn, and the way Kenny didn’t slap Eric nearly hard enough. 


Feeling very little other than the dryness of Stan’s hand, Kyle whispers, “You didn’t hit him 
hard enough.” 


Kenny and Eric look up. Their expressions differ, yet ask the same question. The concern 
from Kenny, the agitation from Eric. They’re numb static, though. Kyle blinks, refusing to 
soak it in, staring silently between the two of them. The door is open. It’s always open. They 


always keep it open, to make sure everything is okay. They being the nurses. And Kenny. 
Kenny has a thing against closing the doors. 


“What do you have against closed doors?” Kyle asks, looking at Kenny. A strangled noise 
escapes Kenny, confused and lost. His mouth is open, like he’d been about to speak. Eric’s 
expression goes weird. Kyle ignores it. More static. Pixels. Kyle has a final due soon. No he 
doesn’t, that’s a lie, it’s not a final. It’s a project. He has to get the numbers from Clyde. He’s 
in charge of those. The numbers. 


“Kyle,” Kenny says. Kyle doesn’t move. His gaze drifts to Stan’s face. To the plastic of the 
tubes. The plastic of his skin. He’s not moving, so he must be fake. A mannequin. 


Where’s the real Stan? Kyle grips the mannequin’s hand tighter. 


Kenny repeats, “Kyle,” and Kyle looks up. Look at that. Look. Kenny’s a mannequin, too. 
He’s a display. Something fancy in the window. Why is everyone fake? Kenny frowns, more 
concern, more worry, for Kyle to replace with blurry lines and static electricity and the loss of 
one too many valence electrons. Carbon dioxide has one carbon atom and two oxygen atoms. 
Oxygen is a diatomic element, which means it doesn’t float around on its own. It takes itself 
with it, wherever it goes, holding hands with a brother. Like friends. Best friends. Twins. 
Afraid of being alone. 


Afraid. 


“Kyle, hey,” Kenny says, sitting down at Stan’s bedside. Kyle feels Kenny grab his shoulder 
more than he sees it. It’s a firm feeling. Sturdy. Different. Kyle is afraid to lean into it, so he 
doesn’t. He stays stiff, starting to pet the back of Stan’s hand with his fingertips. Look at the 
tube. Look at the oxygen. The static. “How are you doing? Do you need a break?” 


“He’s okay,” Kyle says. He examines Stan’s face. Something is keeping Kyle’s brain from 
processing it. “He’s alive, he’s not dead, he’s okay, it’s okay.” 


It’s silent. Kyle likes it. No noises for him to become irritated by. Kenny stands, and the 
fabric of the blanket shifts. Kenny walks around the bed, coming up next to Kyle. He places 
his hands on Kyle’s shoulders, gently urging him to stand. “C’mon, man,” Kenny says, quiet. 
“I think it’s time for a break, okay? Come get some water with me—” 


“No!” Kyle shrugs Kenny’s hands away. “I’m not leaving Stan alone with Eric, he’ II hurt 
him.” 


Silence. Kyle scoots closer to the bed, the feet of his chair scraping the floor as it moves. He 
lifts a hand to brush some of Stan’s hair out of his face, away from his eyes. 


Kyle looks straight at Eric, whose expression is slack. Pale. 
Firmly, Kyle repeats, “He’ll hurt him.” 


Kenny takes a step back and lets Kyle be. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Hydrogen 


Chapter Summary 


A noise rips from Kyle’s throat, without him telling it to come out. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place during the events of SYSBFK Chapter 2: Follow Him 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


A week. 


Kyle tosses the ball to Kenny, who catches it easily. It thunks hollowly in the air. Kyle hardly 
processes the noise. His cheeks are cold, his nose is, too. Every inch of exposed skin feels 
scratchy from the quiet windchill. He’s barely paying attention to the game of basketball. He 
doesn’t have much energy. He lost it all when he went to visit his mother this morning. 


A week and she still hasn't gotten any better. Her oxygen mask had been traded for a BiPAP, 
which is basically an oxygen mask on steroids. Her oxygen levels haven’t been getting better, 
and her cough has been getting worse, and she’s been appearing more tired. The doctors are 
assuring them she’ll more than likely be okay, it’s just a matter of treating the infection with 
antibiotics and rest. 


But it’s been a week. 
And she hasn’t gotten any better. 


Kyle intercepts the ball before Stan can make it into the net. He spins on his heel to throw it 
to Kenny again, but it doesn’t go down according to plan. He throws the ball, and it moves 
towards Kenny, but Eric runs in the middle of its trajectory, without looking, and gets hit in 
the shoulder with the basketball. His reaction is immediate. He spins around, rubbing his 
shoulder like it bruised him, and shrieking, “AY! Fucking jeez, Kyle! What the fuck was that 
for?” 


Eric glares at him, brows furrowed and mouth pursed. The basketball rolls away from Eric 
slowly, bouncing down across the cement. Kyle bends down to retrieve it. “What the hell are 
you asking me for?” he asks, trying to force himself not to portray the pure exhaustion he’s 
feeling. He hops the ball between his hands, keeping himself energized and focused. “I 
wasn’t the one who threw it.” 


He doesn’t know why he lied. He just did. It just happened. Oops. Oh well. Eric can deal. 
Except Eric can’t deal. 


“Oh, right, like I’ll believe that,” Eric says, scoffing. He stops rubbing his arm in favor of 
pointing at Kyle like he’s some sort of criminal. “Knowing you and your Jewish ways, you 
probably told Stan to throw it while I wasn’t looking.” 


Irritability scrapes at Kyle’s bones like a surgical instrument, making him want to curl up and 
whip the ball at Eric as hard as he possibly can. He doesn’t, though. He holds the ball steady 
so he doesn’t accidentally give in to the urge to cause injury. “I did not,” he says. It comes out 
sharper than he means it to. 


Of course, Eric escalates it all very quickly. “Fuck you, Kyle!” he shouts. “You’re a sly, 
daywalker bastard, Kyle!” 


Kyle’s irritation increases tenfold. The names are fucking stupid. The teasing, the stupid 
badgering, it’s juvenile and Kyle isn’t going to take it. He squeezes the ball even tighter in his 
palms. He takes in a deep breath. Fuck, just count to ten. Don’t lose your shit. 


Stan starts speaking, saying “Uh, guys, maybe we should, like, not—” 


“T’m not a daywalker, you fat fuck!” Kyle shouts, unable to help himself. He can’t handle it 
anymore. Eric’s glare, the darkness of the sky, the cold of the wind, the reminder of Stan and 
the way he is. The dreams he keeps having. The fucking dreams, it’s too fucking much. Eric 
stamps his foot against the cement, and his fists are clenched. He looks like a damn toddler. 


“That’s exactly what a daywalker would say, goddammit!” Eric says, because of course he 
does. 


“God,” Kyle spits, ““you’re impossible.” 
“Says you!” Eric replies. “You’re more complicated than Wendy, and she’s a girl!” 


Stan tenses at the comment. It renews Kyle’s fury. Jealousy slams into him like a battering 
ram. Why can’t he just be a fucking girl? Then maybe he’d actually have a chance. It’s with 
that thought that Kyle shouts, “Don’t pull that sexist crap on me, shit for brains!” 


“Sexist?” replies Eric. “How was that sexist? It wasn’t fucking sexist, it was fucking true, 
fucking god!” 

“T’d tell you to get a more extensive vocabulary, but you can’t even spell the word ‘chair’ !” 
Kyle says. He digs his nails into the surface of the basketball, trying to hold himself back. 
Stan is watching. Kenny is watching, too, but Stan is watching, and he tensed all protectively 
at the mention of Wendy, and it hurts. Kyle squeezes his eyes shut for a moment— only a 
moment. 


“Fourth grade, Kyle! Fourth grade!” Eric shouts. “And it wasn’t even my fault! The stupid 
monkey was defective! All he did was jack off!” 


Fuck Eric. Fuck him. Fucking fucking fucking fuck fuck him. “What the fuck are you talking 
about, Cartman?” 


“The fucking Hooked on Monkey Fonics monkey! My mom got the Hooked on Monkey 
Fonics thingy and—’” Eric tries to explain, like this is something Kyle was privy to, once 
upon a time. Like any of this makes fucking sense. Even Eric doesn’t seem to understand 
himself. He steps forward and shouts, “— and fuck you, Kyahl!” 


And that’s it. 


Kyle’s body works before his brain. He doesn’t realize what he’s doing until he’s doing it, 
and even then he’s confused. The anger, the fear, the pain, the ache— it hurts. He grips the 
basketball tighter than he thinks is humanly possible, but it has to be possible, because he’s 
doing it. 


“My name—” Kyle hisses, gritting his teeth. “—is not—” 
Kyle lifts the basketball up in the air above his head. 
(Better Off Dead, the remote, the fall, the dream, the joint.) 
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Kyle whips the ball just like he’d wanted to earlier, putting all of his effort into it like it’Il 
take all of his issues away in an instant. It doesn’t, of course, but it feels good. Jt feels good to 
watch that stupid fucking basketball hit Eric Cartman in the stupid fucking face, and it’s 
fucking heavenly to listen to it make contact. The ball drops, bounces against the cement, and 
all the while, Eric doesn’t react. In the moment afterward, the air becomes stiff. It, like the 
ground, is frozen. Eric’s face is reddening, blushing from the impact. Kyle does not back 
down. He refuses. They stare each other down, breathing through seething anger and 
resentment for each other. Kyle wants this asshole to go down. Eric seems to be getting ready 
for something, and Kyle knows exactly what he’s thinking. He’s getting ready for a fight. 
He’s getting ready to exact revenge. Pathetic revenge, idiotic, imbecilic revenge for 
something asinine. Kyle could laugh, but he doesn’t. 


Eric draws his hands up, entirely preparing himself for hitting Kyle. He quickly makes his 
way closer, speed-walking across the court and shouting, “You piece of shit! Pll fucking kill 
you, Jew-boy!” 


“Fuck you, fatass, I’d like to see you try!” Kyle retorts, bracing himself for the inevitability 
of the impact. He lifts his hands to mimic for a fight, but Eric is closer than he thought he 
was. Eric grabs the collar of Kyle’s jacket, tugging him close. Kyle feels his body stumble 
forward. Eric lifts his hand behind his head, preparing to punch Kyle in the face, but Kyle 
isn’t afraid. He slams his palms into Eric’s chest, and Eric jolts back, but the grip never 
loosens. Eric smells like salt. Like salt, of all fucking things, and it makes Kyle feel sick. Eric 
is looking right into his eyes. Kyle glares at him, tells him to try it through facial expression 
alone, but something changes. Eric’s anger simmers to something different. He’s still livid, 
that much is obvious, but there’s something else, there, too. Something— 


Kyle doesn’t know who grabs him, at first. He just knows that someone comes up from 
behind him and wraps their arms around him, pulling him out of Eric’s grip and keeping tight 
hold on him, making sure he stays put. Kyle squirms, and the motion makes him press closer, 
and he smells apples. His stomach sinks and something happens behind his navel. Stan is 
holding Kyle back— holding him tighter than Kyle thinks he might have ever been held, and 
the dream comes back full force. He hardly realizes the fact that Kenny had butted between 
them and started pushing Eric backwards, making sure they’re distanced. Kyle’s anger swaps 
and flicks and clatters and makes him feel even worse. He stops struggling, catching his 
breath. 


A noise rips from Kyle’s throat, without him telling it to come out. The fact that he was 
almost hit by Eric Cartman, the weird look that Eric had gained as he hesitated in hitting him, 
the fact that Stan is hugging him and keeping him still— Kyle’s panic reaches an unbearable 
high, making him want to curl in on himself and whine. But it’s just the noise, the scream of 
utter frustration, that makes its way through. 


“Let go of me, Stan!” Kyle yells, ducking and twisting and Stan’s still not letting go. Stan 
grabs Kyle’s jacket. Kyle can feel it, he can feel the strength of Stan’s grip, it’s driving him 
mad. His skin is burning, flushed and tingling. He’s overwhelmed with the urge to beat the 
shit out of Eric. It’s the only way he can keep himself from giving in. The anger. The hatred. 
He keeps shouting, “Fuck, dude! Whose side are you on!” 


“Are you kidding me?” Stan replies. His voice reverberates in his chest. Kyle can feel it. “Do 
I really have to answer that?” 


There’s something about the way he speaks that makes Kyle want to melt. He tries to resist. 
“Let me hit him! God, damn it!” 


Kyle inhales, exhales, inhales, exhales, watches. Kenny keeps jabbing Eric in the chest, and 
every time he does, Eric recoils and yelps and says something in protest under his breath. 
Kenny keeps silent, of course. He doesn’t usually talk when conflicts arise. Eric tries to shove 
Kenny back, but Kenny keeps his hold stiff, his palm against Eric’s chest, keeping him held 
at bay. “You wanna suffer, Kyle?” Eric is shouting. “Huh? You wanna fucking suffer? I think 
he wants to suffer, guys, he totally wants to suffer!” 


“Cartman,” Stan says, “Do us all a favor and shut the fuck up.” 


“Piss off, pussylicker!” Eric replies. “The only reason that lesbo Wendy stays with you is 
because you got no balls!” 


Kyle’s eyes shoot wide. He starts to squirm again, ignoring the anger until he can’t anymore. 
It puts a hole into the wall he’s been trying to hold up for so long. “Oh, you insufferable piece 
of muff—’ 


Kyle cuts off. No fucking way. He squeezes his eyes shut and ducks his head, trying to stop 
himself from going there. 


Eric doesn’t let it lie. 


“Huh? What’s that? What is that sweet, sweet birdsong I hear? Is that a Jersey-boy?” Eric 
asks. Kyle refuses to look at him. He refuses to give Eric the satisfaction. “A Jersey-boy 
fighting his Jersey-ness, what a fun sound... and to think it’s all thanks to your bitch mom, 
huh, Kyle?” 


Kyle suddenly doesn’t care about the Jersey shit anymore. He gets ready to lunge. “Awh, you 
wish, mother-fucking m—” 


“Kyle, stop, let it go,” Stan says. He loosens his grip on Kyle, and Kyle automatically leaps at 
the opportunity to get out of that breathtaking hold. He stumbles sideways, momentarily 
shaking himself free of the tingling. He can barely feel his skin. He can’t fight Eric like this. 
Christ, Stan is his fucking kryptonite. He hates that. He hates it hates it hates it 
hatesithatesithates— 


“Let it go!” Kyle shouts. He laughs, because he can’t stop it. He can’t. “Yes, Stan, I will just 
let go of the fact that this asshole just called my mom a bitch. Again!” 


Stan frowns. “C’mon, man, I don’t think it’s a good—” 


“Oh, you don’t think it’s a good idea?” snaps Kyle. “This dick just won’t quit but, oh no, we 
should just call off everything because you don’t think it’s a good idea!” 


Stan raises his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, jeez, I was just—” 


“Alright, that’s it, everybody shut the fuck up!” Kenny shouts. Unsurprisingly, everyone 
does. Kyle glances up, taking in the view of Kenny and Eric. Kenny still has his palm pressed 
into Eric’s chest, keeping him away with that continuous, firm hold. Eric doesn’t seem too 
keen on attacking, though. He’s buffing his fingernails. 


In the quiet, Kyle tries to catch his breath. He thinks he hears wheezing, but it’s so quiet, he is 
sure he’s just hearing things. Kenny finally speaks. 


“Yall are being fucking stupid,” Kenny says. “Like, full-on retarded stupid.” 


Eric mutters a halfhearted comment, apparently thinking no one will hear him, but everyone 
does. “That’s interesting, coming from the poor white trash.” 


Kyle wants to lunge, but he doesn’t. Kenny doesn’t react, so... neither should he. He 
shouldn’t have reacted in the first place. He was just so... 


Kyle turns his gaze down towards the ground, kicking his shoes against it. 


“Cartman, you’re a piece of shit,” Kenny adds. “We all know Cartman’s a piece of shit, too, 
and he totally deserves getting beat on with the wrath of, like, ten thousand flamin’ hot 
Cheetos, but— dude, that doesn’t mean it’s okay to throw people under the bus for revenge, 
y know?” 


That’s aimed to Kyle. He knows it. He scowls. “Who was I throwing under the—” 


“Yourself, dude,” says Kenny. 


Kyle lifts his head, looking at Kenny like he’s crazy. Kenny inhales. 


“You gotta learn to acknowledge the fact that your body ain’t gonna just... reappear, all 
totally fine and shit, after you beat the ever-loving crap outta this guy, because, no offense, 
but... Cartman’s got, like, a hundred pounds on you? You wouldn’t expect to run up to a 
sumo wrestler and just be totally fine afterwards, would you?” 


Kyle snickers. Stan does, too. Eric mutters, “I’m not fat, I’m just big-boned.” 


Kenny ignores Eric. “The answer is no, you wouldn’t— same goes here. Cartman’s dumb, 
but you’re an idiot if you can’t see the harm you’re gonna cause if you try to get into 
fisticuffs with other dudes, and shit.” 


Is he calling Kyle weak? “I’m not weak, Kenny.” 


“Oh, trust me, I know,” Kenny says. He picks something out of his teeth. It’s gross. Kyle rolls 
his eyes. “You, as a person, are ridiculously strong... hardheaded, ‘n shit, but— man, your 
body would beg to differ.” 


Kyle says nothing. 


“Just some food for thought, man, but, hey... it’s your life, right? Go ahead and beat up as 
many fatasses as you want, I guess...” Kenny wipes his hand on his pants. Ew. Still gross. 
Kenny looks at Kyle, and Kyle stares back. Kenny nods. Kyle nods back. Kenny looks away. 
“Speakin’ of fatasses... c’mon, dude, we’re going to KFC and you’re buying.” 


“Wh— I’m what now?” Eric asks. He’s pouting. It’s fucking pathetic. “Excuse me, when did 
I consent to this?” 


“Just now,” Kenny says. He’s smiling, smugly. He looks at Stan. “Y’all coming?” 


Kyle’s breath catches in his chest. Stan starts to talk, but Kyle blurts, “No, we’re going 
home.” 


Kenny pauses. “Well, okay, then, suit yourself.” 


And then Kenny turns, pulls Eric away for a couple of feet before Eric starts walking on his 
own. Seconds, and they’ve disappeared. Kyle is trying to figure out what the fuck he just did. 
Why— why the hell would he... say that? Why... 


But he knows. He knows why. Stan wheezes. 
“So...” Stan says. “PI see y—” 


“Are your parents home?” Kyle interrupts. Stan’s expression goes confused. His already 
naturally-wide eyes go wider. A puppy-dog. 


“What?” Stan asks. Kyle’s heart flutters. 


“Your parents,” he repeats, “Are they home?” 


“Uh... no? They’re at some theater... thing, in Denver this weekend, or whatever— I don’t 
know, I didn’t want specifics—” 


Kyle reaches over and takes Stan’s sweater sleeve within his hand. He pinches the fabric, 
feeling like a child. He feels little. Stan is his safety. He speaks, putting up his best bravado, 
“Good, we’re getting high.” 


Stan’s lost puppy look intensifies. “...huh?” 


“You heard me,” Kyle says. “We’re going to go to your place, and you’re gonna grab your 
weed, and we’re gonna get as high as a fucking kite.” 


Maybe if they smoke. Maybe if they smoke, if Kyle smokes— maybe he can force 
everything away. Maybe he can pretend he doesn’t want to bury himself in Stan’s scent and 
be trapped underneath him. He can pretend he doesn’t want to cuddle with him, he can 
pretend he doesn’t want any kisses, or anything. He can pretend it’s just a friendly, platonic 
love. 


Friendly. 

Platonic. 

Plastic. 

Kyle tugs on Stan’s sleeve, feeling so incredibly small. 


“Now, dude,” he says. “Let’s go before we freeze our asses off out here, Stan.” 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted on monday april 15th 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


Helium 


Chapter Summary 


Kyle’s heart gains a weight. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place during SYSBFK Chapter 4: Ten Thousand Hearts 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


This is exactly the escape Kyle needed. 


“Dude,” Kyle mumbles. He doesn’t notice the fact that he’s spoken. He’s too preoccupied, 
observing the things that he’s never noticed before in such a calm state. The actual intake of 
marijuana had been uncomfortable and it definitely irritated his airways, but the effects of it 
taking hold more than made up for it. Never before had he ever felt so relaxed— and maybe 
it’s real, or maybe it’s psychosomatic, but either way, it’s true. Technicalities and other such 
nonsense be damned. Kyle is going to relax for once in his fucking life, and he’s going to 
enjoy every single minute of it. 


“Yeah?” Stan says. Kyle is suddenly struck with the notion that he has no idea what Stan’s 
talking about, if anything. Kyle stops laughing, which he hadn’t realized he’d been doing. 


“Duuude,” Kyle says. Stan chuckles. Kyle sinks lower into the couch, examining the pattern 
of the ceiling above them and, in all honesty, allowing himself to become quite enamored 
with it. The simple things are wonderful, aren’t they? How could he ever have overlooked 
them before? He’s not even bothered when Stan starts to rub his leg. He feels it, of course— 
he feels all of it. The warmth, the pressure, the tingling, the overwhelming air of it all... but it 
doesn’t hurt, this time, and suddenly he’s starting to laugh again. 


“Kyle, are you happy?” Stan asks, and this is so ridiculous that Kyle can’t help but cover his 
face with his hands. It helps him calm down, allows him to feel more capable of taking deep 
breaths, so that’s what he does. Between giggles, he breathes, and he breathes, and he 
breathes, and he’s alive. He’s alive, and nothing can tell him he isn’t because he 1s. He is free, 
finally, of his brain. 


“Dude,” Kyle says, and he thinks he’s already said that, but he can’t really remember. He 
scoots further down on the couch, pushing himself down so his thighs rest over Stan’s lap. 
Part of him hopes Stan will bring his touch further up his leg. It’s a thought he’d usually be 


overwhelmingly ashamed of, but as it is, he just lets it be. It’s a thought, and then it’s gone, 
and he smiles. “This is great.” 


“Yep,” says Stan. “Why are you laughing, anyway?” 


Kyle stretches, lifting his arms up and releasing the tension that had built up in the muscles. 
“This is gonna sound stupid,” Kyle says. His lips feel dry. He tries to wet them with his 
tongue, but it doesn’t work, because his mouth is dry, too. He blinks and goes back to what 
he’d been talking about. “But I don’t even remember.” 


Stan hums. He tightens his grip on Kyle’s shin, just the slightest. Kyle, if sober, would be 
uncomfortable— but now he’s okay with it. He loves it. He wonders why Stan’s touching 
him like this. He’s probably just fidgeting. He probably likes the texture of Kyle’s jeans. 
“Hey,” Stan says, bumping Kyle’s ankle. That sensation is new, and Kyle doesn’t know how 
he feels about it. He grunts, draping his arm over his eyes. Stan doesn’t quit. “Hey, Kyle.” 


“Huh?” Kyle replies. 
“Lungs,” Stan says. “D’you think they could technically be considered bubbles?” 


Kyle pulls his arm away from his face. For some reason, his brain can’t wrap itself around 
that. Is that a good question? That’s a good question. Shit, wait, what if Stan’s onto 
something? Oh, hold the fuck up, wait. Kyle pushes himself up on his elbows, looking at 
Stan. Stan is looking at Kyle, too. His eyes are half-lidded and casual, strange from what 
Kyle is used to— the lost, confused expression. “What?” Kyle asks. 


Stan repeats, “Could lungs be considered bubbles?” 


Oh, right, they’d been talking about lungs. Kyle blinks. Could they be? After a second, Kyle 
responds, “Uhh... no, bubbles are liquid.” 


“Oh.” 


“Mm-hmm,” replies Kyle. He lowers himself back down to lay on the couch and pulls one of 
the small pillows closer so he can rest his head on it. His hat didn’t like the friction between 
fabrics, and it slid up and then down, covering his eyes like a blindfold. Kyle would fix it, 
but... fuck it, Kyle reaches up and pushes his hat back into place. He allows his muscles to 
relax, then, feeling the way the air fills his chest so fully. Stan starts to pull at Kyle’s pant leg. 
The talk of lungs has brought him to air, and the air has brought him to noise. Vocal cords. 
Verbal things. Without thinking about it, Kyle starts to hum. He doesn’t mean for it to be 
anything recognizable, but it eventually falls into a familiar tune. One of the old Yiddish 
songs his mother would sing to him before bed, when he was little. He can’t remember the 
name of it. He can remember the words, visually, but he can’t make sense of them in his 
brain. His mouth is too dry for him to even think about saying the words in his head. 


“What’re you humming?” Stan asks. Kyle stops humming. 


“A song,” Kyle says. 


“No shit,” Stan says. “What song?” 


Kyle thinks about telling him about the song, but he can’t. “I dunno, a song,” he says. He 
rubs his face with his hands, trying to lick his lips again. No moisture. Dammit. “My mouth 
is too dry to say the words right, the weed ruined the ecosystem of my... face.” 


Stan laughs. 


“I’m being serious!” Kyle says, pushing himself up onto his elbows again. He sticks his 
tongue out, trying to see if maybe that’ll work and help him regain saliva, but it doesn’t. He 
tries chewing on nothing, but that doesn’t work either. He adds, “That’s a downside to weed, 
my mouth is a desert! My teeth might as well be fucking tumbleweeds.” 


“Tumbleweeds,” Stan says, laughing. “Get it, because—” 
“Weed,” Kyle finishes. He shuts his eyes. “So much weed.” 
“Tt wasn’t that much weed,” Stan says. “It was just a little, you’re a lightweight.” 


“Says the guy who’s been doing this for five years,” Kyle says. “Come on, you’ve probably 
built up a tolerance more expansive than the Great Wall of China, but instead of keeping out 
the Mongolians, you’re keeping out the—... weed chemical, the... shit that gets you high.” 


Stan has a weird look on his face. He says, “I thought you were in AP chemistry.” 
“T am!” Kyle says. “But it’s not like we learn about weed.” 


“Still,” says Stan. He starts shifting around, probably to get more comfortable, and Kyle 
responds by lifting his legs off of Stan’s lap to allow him room to adjust. When Stan is done 
adjusting, Kyle rests his legs back where they’d been. Then, Stan whispers, “Weed chemical.” 


“Oh, fuck you.” 
“That should be your senior quote, ‘I got high on weed chemical.’” 


Kyle can’t help it. He begins to laugh again, Stan’s tone echoing repetitively in his mind. He 
drops back against the pillow behind him. He barely hears Stan’s laughter over his own. 
“You're so stupid!” Kyle says. He feels like he can’t breathe. To try and remedy this, he 
presses his hands over his chest, strangely convinced it will help. When he soon manages to 
calm, he decides that his action had, in fact, helped. To ward off the laughter that tried to kill 
him, Kyle keeps his hands over his chest. He breathes. He listens to himself breathe, the sheer 
normality of it, the quiet sentimentality of it, the liveliness and simplicity. 


He wants to lay here forever. 


He wonders how Stan feels. He opens his mouth to ask, but Stan speaks before Kyle can even 
contemplate his own words. 


“Can I listen to you breathe?” Stan asks. It’s out of the blue, blunt, absentminded. Kyle 
furrows his brows. 


“What?” he asks. His breath tries to stop again. He digs his fingers more intently into his 
shirt. 


“Nothing, I’m high,” Stan says, rapidly dismissing himself. Shuffling begins to sound, and 
Kyle lifts his head to look. Stan scrubs at his face, runs his fingers through his hair. Before 
Stan can catch Kyle staring, Kyle lowers his head back down. 


“T’m okay with it,” he says. 
For a beat, there is quiet. And then: “What?” 
“T’m okay with it, you have my consent,” Kyle says. “Yes, you may listen to me breathe.” 


Nothing happens. For a long time, it is simply silent. Kyle’s breathing stops, he is certain, 
though he doesn’t laugh. The particles in the air move— he can feel them, passing his cheeks 
and entering his lungs, filling his body and making him survive on a couch that smells like 
marijuana and beer. Stan shifts again. This time, Kyle doesn’t look up. His face feels tight. 
Strange. Stan asks, “Are— you serious?” 


“If I wasn’t serious, I wouldn’t have said yes,” Kyle says, but he doesn’t know if that’s true. 


Stan whispers the quietest, “Okay,” that Kyle has ever heard, and then slowly— extremely, 
excruciatingly slowly— begins to move. Stan lifts Kyle’s legs off of his own, even though 
Kyle was already getting ready to move. Stan stands, and then Kyle is the only one on the 
couch, laying sprawled without the comforting touch of Stan. It’s strange, Kyle muses, 
watching his friend stare down at him. It’s strange, and it’s not what he’s used to. He shifts, 
unsure of what exactly he’s trying to do. Eventually, he decides he should move up. So, he 
does. Kyle sits up a bit, just enough to shift backwards, and lays back down. His neck is 
supported by the arm of the couch. 


Stan lowers himself down over Kyle. Stan uses the back of the couch to keep from 
smothering Kyle, but Kyle is almost certain he wouldn’t mind it if Stan suffocated him. 
There’s a moment of pause, in which Kyle realizes the arm of the couch is too sharp for his 
neck. Somehow, Stan picks up on this. He grabs the pillow and hands it to Kyle, who pushes 
it between his neck and the arm of the couch. Then, Kyle settles, significantly more 
comfortable. Stan settles, too, shifting down until he can lay comfortably on his stomach. He 
turns his head, his ear pressed against Kyle’s chest. 


How weird is it, Kyle wonders, that it feels so strange to breathe with Stan right on top of 
him like this? Not that he can’t breathe. Quite the opposite, really. It feels easier. Everywhere 
Stan touches him, he feels calm. The realization dawns on him rapidly. The prickling tingle 
of Stan’s touch had never been painful. It’d been comforting. Warm, and lovely. The fear is 
the painful thing, and the fear isn’t there. Kyle smiles, a little grateful that Stan isn’t looking 
at him. He loves this— the weight of Stan, the comfort of those tingles, the goodness of being 
with another person. He feels like a superhero, and in that way, he feels like he can do 
anything. 


With that newfound superpower, Kyle begins to stroke Stan’s hair, shifting it through his 
fingers and playing with the strands. His hair is soft, straight and slightly-matted from the 


fact that he never brushes it. It’s cute. Sure, it makes Kyle want to run a comb through Stan’s 
hair, but it’s cute nonetheless. 


Kyle’s lungs try not to breathe, but he forces them to. He does something else with his 
superpower. 


“Have you...” Kyle trails off, though, suddenly unsure of this. He stops petting Stan’s hair, 
and begins again. “...ever wondered what it’d be like to kiss a boy?” 


Kyle can feel Stan’s heartbeat against his stomach. For a second— just a second— he swears 
it speeds up. He isn’t sure, though. To keep his hopes down, he ignores it. He pretends he’s 
losing his mind. A few seconds later, Stan pushes himself up onto his hands and knees to 
look at Kyle. Kyle tries to bite back the heat in his cheeks, digging his teeth into his tongue. 
Quietly, Stan says, “What.” 


“You heard me,” Kyle says. 

“That’s really fucking gay, dude.” 

Kyle’s heart gains a weight. “I didn’t mean it in a gay way.” 
“Still sounded pretty fucking gay to me.” 


Kyle rolls his eyes and crosses his arms over his chest, because if he doesn’t, he’ll break. His 
eyes feel full. His chest tries to stop breathing. His body tries to not work. “Oh, shut the fuck 
up,” he says, but his tone is lacking. Stan keeps staring at him. He can feel Stan’s eyes. He 
can see them, too, and he quickly averts his gaze. How disgusting, comes the little voice in 
Kyle’s head. How disgusting are you? And then the shame comes back, one drip at a time, 
collecting in his lungs like a puddle, pulling him downward. He can’t help but remember the 
field, last week. Stan had hovered over him just like this, caging him in with his arms and 
straddling his lap. 


Kyle remembers going home with Stan. He remembers the movie, he remembers the horsing 
around, he remembers the dream— and Kyle, all at once, wants to go to sleep. He doesn’t 
want to be like this. It’s too late to back down, though, so Kyle steels himself. 


“So, have you?” Kyle asks. 

Dumbly, Stan asks, “Have I what?” 

“Wondered about kissing boys,” says Kyle. 
“No,” Stan says. Quietly, he adds, “Have you?” 


Kyle jumps on the opportunity to say no. And Stan says okay. And Stan shifts. And Kyle tries 
to keep from bursting. And it’s quiet— too quiet, overwhelmingly quiet, so quiet Kyle can 
hardly see through it, and— 


“You wanna try?” 


Kyle’s eyes snap to Stan, who continues to gaze down at him. Stan’s mouth is still parted 
with the question, lips pink and warm-looking and smooth. Kyle can see his tongue, still 


prepared to speak, and his teeth. Kyte-wants-Stan-te-bite him Kyle wants Stan to kiss him. 


Stan’s eyes are open. That normal expression is back. The confused, puppy-dog stare. The 
blue. The pallor of the oceans. The slight redness of the sclerae. Kyle can smell the apple of 
Stan’s shampoo. 


Finally, Kyle says, “Okay.” 


Chapter End Notes 
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Lethality 


Chapter Summary 


Out of control. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place a while after the events of SYSBFK Chap 5: Look Back 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


There’s a moment, as Kyle is setting the table for dinner, that he chokes on his own saliva. He 
doesn’t know why or how it happens, nor does he understand the significance, but it happens. 
Overcome with the prospect of possibly throwing up, Kyle sets the dishes down on the 
kitchen table and examines them. A stack of plates, identical to one another in every manner 
other than psychological, examines him back. It’s dark out, but the light is on. He smells the 
phantom odor of marijuana, even though he has taken three showers since he’s gotten home. 
His hair is still damp from the most recent one, not quite curling to its full extent. He’d been 
tempted to blow-dry it, but he’d decided against it. Blow-dryers always make him look like a 
poodle. He hates it. 


Having recovered, Kyle moves to retrieve the plates and continue setting the table, but he 
changes the action quickly. Instead, he rests his palms on the hard, sturdy surface of the 
dining table. He’d already put out the place-mats. They match, all except one— the fourth 
one, that’s a muted green rather than a deep, cobalt blue. The mismatching disrupts him, 
forces him to pinpoint the odd-one-out. Kyle pushes himself correctly upright, wandering 
over to the green place-mat and picking it up. He folds it between his fingers, examining the 
fraying corners. There’s a stain on the back of it, Kyle discovers. He runs his fingertips over 
it. There is a texture on the mat that he’s unused to, smooth but covered in loose, hard fuzz. 
He splays his palm across the center. His eyes feel full. He decides it probably won’t be used 
and puts it back in the cabinet. 


Kyle returns to the dishes and picks them up, quickly finishing his job of setting the table. He 
gets caught in the smoothness of the plates. He sits in his seat and ignores the things around 
him. The chair creaks softly under his weight. He fidgets with the corner of his plate. He 
picks up his fork and prods at the porcelain, scrapes at the design being sheltered by the shiny 
glaze. He muses on the fact that he could break the plate. Right here, right now, he could pick 
the plate up and throw it against the floor, watch it shatter. He’s afraid of himself, then. He’s 
afraid of what he might do. He’s afraid he might lose control. Kyle drops the fork and stands 


up from his chair, concluding that he isn’t safe on his own. He needs to go somewhere with 
other people, like his father. But his father isn’t home, is he? No, he’s not. 


Not all day. 
He rarely is, anymore. 


Ike isn’t expecting dinner. Kyle always makes it, but Ike never expects it. Kyle wants to make 
something nice tonight, for the two of them. But he can’t. The fridge doesn’t have much that 
he knows what to do with, and he doesn’t trust himself with heat or knives, anyway. He’s not 
going to hurt himself. He doesn’t think. But he can’t tell. He doesn’t feel all there, really. He 
feels distant, a separate individual from himself, wandering through the world dumbly. His 
brain is foggy. He can’t see straight. He comes to realize he has started pacing around the 
kitchen. The counters surround him on two sides, the fridge on another, the table on the last. 
He remembers eating. He’s eaten already, fifteen carbohydrates to avoid an episode, enough 
to keep him okay, enough to keep him stable. He doesn’t feel hungry, now. 


He hasn’t felt hungry in a while. 
What have you done? 


Kyle stops pacing, fingering the ends of his sleeves. The smell of pot comes back, strong. He 
makes a face, lifting his arm to sniff, and sure enough, that’s where it’s coming from. The 
jacket. The one he kept putting on after every shower, even though he wasn’t going 
anywhere. It’s the baggiest thing he has. That’s why, he thinks. That’s why he wears it. But he 
doesn’t know for sure. It might be because Stan touched it. No. No, that’s not it, it can’t be it. 
Kyle folds his hands together, scrubbing at his palms. He listens to the sound his skin makes. 
Abruptly, he reassures himself he is not a creep. He doesn’t fantasize about Stan, he doesn’t 
fantasize about his eyes or his hair or his body. He is not attracted to Stan. Stan is objectively 
attractive, but Kyle does not find him attractive. 


But there’s something about it that hurts. His heart beats in his chest, rhythmic and constant, 
keeping him alive. Stan had pressed his ear to his sternum earlier, listened to his heartbeat. 
Kyle had slid his fingers through Stan’s hair. They had kissed. They had kissed. They had 
kissed. More than that. They’d basically made out. Kyle feels like everyone knows, even 
though he is alone. He rubs the memory from his lips. He tries to, at least. It won’t go away. 
It gains power, insisting attention, making his core heat and flip in a way he doesn’t like. 
Kyle grabs the counter, shutting his eyes as tightly as he can, rolling his shoulders to rid 
himself of remembering. 


You are disgusting. 


Kyle sinks to crouch, digging his nails into the counter. They scrape, make noise. He has to 
make dinner. He has to take care of Ike. He has to eat something. It’s his responsibility. He’s 
almost eighteen. He’ll be an adult in a matter of months, and then what? Then what does he 
do? If he can’t take care of his little brother, if he can’t take care of himself, he is nothing 
more than useless. That’s how it works. Adulthood is just around the corner. He is supposed 
to be mature. Afraid, Kyle assures himself that he is. He is mature. Ever since he was a kid, 
adults have told him he’s mature for his age. 


Maybe he reached a limit. Maybe he was born as mature as he would ever be, and maybe this 
is it. Stan is mature. He quit drinking. On his own. Not just anyone can do that. Kyle wishes 
he had that self-control. He wishes he could self-regulate. He wishes, wishes, wishes, but he’s 
a birthday cake short, a candle is missing, and he is incomplete. 


Out of control. 


Kyle falls the rest of the way to the ground. He catches himself on his arms, unsteady on his 
feet, landing to sit on his butt. He still smells the marijuana. It clouds him, suffocates him. 
He’d felt so much better when he was high. He wasn’t afraid, he was calm. He didn’t even 
realize he was stressed until he wasn’t stressed anymore, and now he’s stressed again and he 
wants to not be stressed. He wants to take time. He wants to lay in bed with Stan and smoke, 
getting as high as possible and forgetting the world, until inhibitions self-destruct and they— 


STOP IT. 


Sitting with his legs crossed and hunched forward, Kyle curls his fingers into his hair. It wets 
his palms when he squeezes, and for a second, he thinks he can feel all of it. He can feel 
every droplet of water that has ever touched his skin, that he has ever drank. Saltwater pumps 
through his veins, stinging his arms and making him crave normalcy. He wants to get high. 
That’s it. Just one more time, maybe he can get high. Once more. Just one more, that’s all 
he’d need. 


“Are you okay?” 


Kyle jerks to look up, letting go of his hair. Ike stares back at him, just beside the counter 
Kyle had been gripping. There is a confused expression on his face. Concern laces his brows 
together, makes the corners of his mouth twitch down. He is frowning. That’s what that 
expression is called. It’s a frown. Kyle pulls himself back to his feet with the help of the 
counter. It sturdies him. It’s dark outside. He wants to see fireflies, but there aren’t any out 
around here. Not usually, at least. Breathing in, Kyle says, “I’m fine.” 


There’s murmuring. Kyle tries to ignore it. He lifts a hand and digs the heel of his palm 
against the side of his head, the occipital bone of his skull. There’s a dent in his skull, 
minimal, barely there, just above his right eye. If he runs his fingers over that spot of his 
forehead, he can feel it. The dent. It’s tiny. Infinitesimal. Microscopic. But Kyle can feel it, 
and it doesn’t feel right. 


Disgusting, disgusting, disgusting. 
“Stop,” Kyle hisses, momentarily digging his nails into his scalp. 


“Stop what?” Ike asks. Kyle looks up again, and this time, Ike’s confused concern has 
intensified. He looks really uncomfortable, shifting his weight from foot to foot, fidgeting 
with the hem of his tee-shirt. He shuffles forward, slowly making his way over. Kyle forces 
himself not to move, even though the urge to run is almost overpowering. There’s a weird 
feeling starting in his neck, sourcing from between his shoulder blades. He rubs at his eyes to 
distract himself. Is he still high? He doesn’t know what time it is. There’s no way he’s still 
high, though. No way. But maybe... 


“Nothing,” Kyle says. “Sorry, I’m just tired.” 


Ike’s frown deepens. “If you’re that tired, you should really sleep,” he says. Kyle can’t help 
but agree. It’s the logical thing for him to do. Weed. He means sleep. Sleep. Not weed. He 
blinks the fuzziness from his eyes, tries to understand why his mind isn’t working as well as 
it usually does. He feels like he’s been asleep. He doesn’t even remember what it feels like to 
be awake. He should crawl into bed and... “Have you eaten today?” 


“Of course I’ve eaten today,” Kyle says, snappish. “Do you think I’m stupid?” 


“No,” says Ike. “You’re not stupid, you’re just acting weird, and that’s usually the reason you 
act weird.” 


Kyle huffs. “I told you, I’m just—” 


There’s a knock on the front door. Both Ike and Kyle pause, glancing towards it. After a 
second, they look at each other, questioning silently on who that could be. Since Kyle is the 
older one, naturally, the responsibility settles on him to check out who it is. It’s almost eight 
o’clock. Or... seven? He doesn’t know. But it’s dark out, no one should be visiting. Kyle 
walks briskly out of the kitchen and into the living room, crossing to the front door. Ike 
follows close behind. Kyle moves over to the window and glances out. He nearly jumps out 
of his skin when the doorbell rings. It’s loud, lingering in Kyle’s ears like an echo. The noise 
is endlessly unpleasant. He shifts over a few more inches, leaning to see to the stoop. 


Kyle’s gaze is met with the eyes of Eric Cartman. Kyle can see the dark of them even through 
the night, Eric being illuminated by the motion-activated porch-light. As soon as they make 
eye contact, Kyle steps back. He pulls the curtains shut with an eye roll. Idiot. Coming over 
so late is ruade— but of course, he knows that. There’s probably a reason Eric is out there, but 
Kyle really isn’t in the mood to deal with it. He steps over to the door, double-checking that 
the door is locked. It is. Kyle glances to the window once more. The curtains remain closed. 
He goes back to examining the lock. It’s locked. Wait, of course it is, he already checked that. 


Turning around, Kyle rubs his forehead, furrowing his brows and squeezing his eyes shut. 
The weird feeling in the back of his head was the precursor of a headache. It’s starting to hit 
him now. There’s a weird feeling that Kyle can’t explain very well, but he has experienced it 
more than his fair share of times. 


“You were right,” Kyle says. He forces himself to not re-check the lock, instead making his 
way back into the kitchen to grab something to eat. 


“Right about what?” Ike asks, lingering in the doorway of the kitchen. 


“T’m acting weird,” Kyle answers. He opens the fridge, blinking away the harshness of the 
light as it flicks on. It takes him a split-second longer to process than normal. 


Ike nods, all matter-of-fact. It looks weird, coming from Kyle’s younger brother. Ike says, 
“Check your blood sugar.” 


“Yeah,” Kyle says. “Yeah, I know.” 


Chapter End Notes 
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A Corridor to Remember 


Chapter Summary 


Should Kyle be grossed out? 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Something still feels very vaguely wrong in the mind of Kyle, even come school a day later. 
It feels a little like something has shifted, or he’s missing something very important. It’s a 
strange hollowness that he can’t exactly pinpoint, and he doesn’t really think he wants to 
pinpoint it. He tries to ignore it, and to his surprise, it comes almost naturally, as if he’d been 
doing it for years. He hardly thinks as he moves on autopilot, packing his backpack and 
double-checking that he has all of his homework in order. Sure enough, he does. Ike comes 
down the steps with his own backpack in tow, his lips pursed mid-whistle. Kyle glances up at 
the noise, instinctively quirking a brow. 


“What'd you do?” Kyle asks. Ike stops on the landing of the steps, brows lifted in a distinctly 
acute ‘believe me’ look. That’s what Kyle calls it, at least. It’s a trick he’s discovered, himself 
— raise your brows when you lie, nod, it’ ll make people more likely to believe you, or 
consider you worth empathy, or something. If they don’t know what to look for, that is. Ike is 
pulling this look pretty hard. 


“I didn’t do anything,” Ike says, and Kyle almost believes him. Almost. But there’s a note to 
his eyes, as he glances away, almost invisible in the way he’s started to rock on the balls of 
his feet. 


“Sure,” Kyle says. “You didn’t do anything, and elements are reversible. What’d you do?” 


Ike frowns. “Why don’t you believe me? I haven’t done anything, I swear!” 

Kyle doesn’t reply with anything. He stays silent, making sure to harden his disbelieving 
look, and holds out his hand in retrieval of whatever Ike took. It’s a little bit of a bold move, 
to assume the thing Ike did was steal something, but it wouldn’t be the first time. He’s 
managed to be a bit of a klepto over the years, stealing little things like pencils and rubber 
bands from school. Sometimes, Kyle wonders if it’s even a conscious thing for Ike. After a 
long moment, Ike pouts, lowering his head down in shame. He digs into one of the pockets of 
his uniform, pulls something out, and drops it into Kyle’s palm. It’s weighty, cold like metal 
or a well-constructed fake. Kyle looks at the object. 


One of their mother’s brooches. A silver flower-type design, with small gems adorning the 
very tips of the petals and the center of the flower, technically representing the pistil and 
stamens. Mom doesn’t make a habit of wearing brooches, necessarily— not in Kyle's 


lifetime, at the very least— but she does sometimes wear this one on particularly formal 
occasions. Kyle’s expression twitches down, stiffening a bit. He looks back up at Ike, who 
still stares at the floor, kicking his shoes into the carpet of the landing. 


“She’s going to be okay, y’know,” Kyle says. Ike doesn’t take kindly to that, puffing his 
cheeks out and narrowing his eyes. 


“That’s what you said last week!” he argues, pulling his head up to look at Kyle. Their gazes 
meet. Kyle can’t hold the eye contact for very long. He glances back at the brooch. Kyle 
closes his fingers around it, gripping it in his fist, careful. 


“Here,” Kyle says. He grabs Ike’s wrist and pulls his hand up, placing the brooch carefully 
within Ike’s palm and closing Ike’s fingers over it. He looks Ike dead in the eye and says, 
“Don t lose it.” 


Without hesitation, Ike nods, bringing the hand holding the brooch to his chest, where his 
heart is. He lowers his head, keeping good care of it in his grasp, as he starts making his way 
to put on his shoes. Kyle observes. Just before Ike starts heading out the door, Kyle notices 
that Ike’s backpack is unzipped. Rolling his eyes, Kyle grabs Ike by the strap of his backpack 
and tugs him back inside. Ike stumbles, going, “Ow!” even though they both know it didn’t 
hurt. 


Kyle zips up Ike’s backpack, almost shocked from the sheer amount of crap Ike is able to 
shove into one bag. “Remember to zip up your backpack,” he says, patting Ike on the 
shoulder once he’s finished zipping him up. Ike glances over, grinning. 


“Okay!” he says. He exits, then, leaving Kyle behind in the house. Kyle kicks on his own 
shoes and pulls on his backpack, heading out soon after. He takes a second to lock the door, 
shouting at Ike to Clean your backpack, too, while you’re at it! but he has a feeling Ike is 
ignoring him. Whatever. If worse comes to worst, Kyle will just badger him about it once he 
gets home from school. He starts down his driveway, kicking at a stray pine cone on his way 
to the sidewalk. Someone claps a hand on his shoulder. Kyle’s instinct is to smack whoever 
touches him, but he manages to keep himself calm. He looks over his shoulder. It’s Stan. 


“Oh, hey,” Kyle says. 


“Hey,” replies Stan. He pulls his hand away from Kyle, shoving both of his hands into the 
pockets of his sweater. Kyle swallows, blinking at the sudden recollection of what it had felt 
like to kiss him. Stan asks, “Preoccupied?” 


And Kyle immediately spits, “No,” turning on his heel and beginning on his way down the 
sidewalk again. Stan follows close behind, as always. They usually walk to school together, 
and they usually walk home. Sometimes they decide to take the bus, though— but only if it 
seems worth it, weather-wise. They manage to get halfway to the stop before Stan starts to 
talk again. 


“You sure?” he says, jogging to walk next to Kyle rather than follow behind him. Kyle looks 
over. “You, like, totally bypassed me in your driveway.” 


“T just didn’t see you,” Kyle says, to which Stan says, Oh. And that’s it. Kyle is grateful for 
the short conversation. He doesn’t know if he wants to have anymore verbal interaction with 
Stan right now. His attention always falls too low for eye-contact. It’d been easy to ignore 
before, brushing it off as just him reading Stan’s lips in the loudness of the rest of the world, 
wherever they may be— but now, he knows better. He knows what they feel like on his own. 
He knows what Stan smells like. He remembers the phantom scent of apples, from when 
they’d been so close. The smell of apples is absent today. Without thinking, Kyle blurts, “You 
didn’t shower today, did you?” 


Stan’s eyes go wide, surprised. “Aw— awh,” he says, rolling his head back and hitting 
himself in the forehead. “I knew I was forgetting something... is it really that noticeable?” 


Should Kyle be grossed out? Because he’s not. He likes the way Stan— 
Oh, fuck, what the fuck? No. No. Stop it. That’s inappropriate. Kyle fucking hates this. 


Kyle shakes his head and picks up his pace. “Not really,” he says, the words speeding through 
his mouth. Stan sighs in some weird sense of relief. They pause at an intersection, glancing 
around for cars before walking across. Snow slicks the cement. Kyle pays close attention to 
the patches of ice, under the guise of making sure he won’t slip and fall. He hasn’t slipped on 
ice since he was a kid. It’s cold. A wind starts to pick up, very vague and kind of chilling, but 
also nice in the way it keeps things moving just enough. It barely rustles the tiny branches of 
the trees. 


They don’t talk about much on the rest of the walk to school. They dabble in little 
conversations about abstract things, like the game on television or a musing about hanging 
out to watch an eighties movie. The idea is tempting. Stan jokes around about Better Off 
Dead, and Kyle tries to follow through with the reference. He stumbles on it a bit, because 
it’s a reminder. It triggers the little switch in his mind that shows him pictures from the other 
night, and from a week ago, with the movie itself. The discomfort radiates low in Kyle’s 
body, making him feel too warm. It’s frustrating, and a little frightening, because he’s not 
really in control of it. Kyle crosses his arms over his chest and grabs his forearms, digging his 
nails into them to distract himself. He doesn’t want to feel like this anymore. He can’t. He’s 
going to go insane. 


Kyle leads the way up to the entrance of the school, pushing the door open with his shoulder, 
still not trusting his brain enough to focus on normal things if it doesn’t have the stinging. It’s 
muffled through his jacket, of course, but it’s helping keep him preoccupied. He wonders if 
Stan is even thinking about it— wonders if Stan even remembers, because he’s certainly good 
at acting like nothing happened. Fucking fantastic. When Kyle makes it to his locker, he is 
almost overwhelmed by the urge to slam his head into it. He doesn’t do that, though. It’d 
cause a scene. But it might knock him unconscious, which, at this point, might be a good 
thing. 


Stan is talking about something that happened in class last week. Something he’d forgotten to 
talk about before. Kyle listens, but the words are nonsensical to his ears. Or maybe they make 
sense to his ears, but won’t connect in his brain. He shoves his backpack into his locker, 
hanging it on the hook so he can search through it for what he needs. “So, yeah,” Stan says. 


“Miss K is gonna be mad, but it’s whatever, y'know? She already hates me, so it probably 
won’t change too much, right?” 


“Right,” Kyle replies. He furrows his brows, pursing his lips, trying to find a pencil. He can’t 
figure out where his pencil case is. It isn’t where he usually keeps it. He rechecks all of the 
pockets of his backpack, but it’s no use. He must have forgotten it at home. Shit, he has no 
writing utensils. He sighs, looking at Stan. “Hey, do you have a pencil I could borrow for the 
day? I'll return it after school.” 


“Huh? Oh, sure,” Stan says. He perks up a little, the hint of a tiny smile on his face. He shifts 
his backpack around so he can dig into the smallest, outermost pocket. He pulls out a couple 
pencils, offering them up. The smile widens as he adds, “Take your pick.” 


Kyle doesn’t understand why Stan looks so proud of himself. He takes a pencil, examining 
Stan’s face as he does. It’s cute, really. Stan bounces himself on his feet, an infinitesimal 
movement that Kyle wouldn’t notice if he weren’t looking for such body language. Kyle’s 
breath catches in his throat, pressing his lips into a tight line to force himself not to smile 
back. He fails at not smiling. “Wow, that excited about a pencil? Are you the one who took 
my pencil case?” he prods, joking. Stan snorts, putting the other pencils away and re-situating 
his backpack. 


“Dude, no way, I just— y’know, like to help out,” Stan says. Kyle has to glance away to cool 
the heat pooling in his cheeks. When he looks back to Stan, he notices that Stan is looking 
right at him, and— is that Kyle’s imagination, or is Stan blushing? He’s adorable, Kyle 
decides. Stan is adorable. Stan gestures behind himself, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder. 
“Hey, I gotta head off to class, but... P1 see you at lunch, yeah?” 


“Yeah,” says Kyle. “I'll see you at lunch.” 


Stan makes a happy humming noise. “Okay, great, seeya later,” he says. There’s a hesitation 
before Stan turns and starts walking away, hopping a few steps when he trips over his own 
ankles. Kyle can’t help it. He laughs. Stan glances back at Kyle and waves. Kyle waves back. 
In a matter of seconds, Stan has disappeared down the hallway. The rest of the students are 
dispersing, making their own ways to classes. The bell rings. Usually, Kyle would be 
concerned about his attendance record, but he doesn’t really have to worry about it today. He 
has to meet up with his counselor to discuss some of his credits. Apparently the system has 
been acting weird, or something, so they have to corroborate the fact that he’s taken all of his 
required courses. Kyle hums softly under his breath, lingering in the hallway until everyone 
else disappears. 


Kyle leans closer to his locker, hiding himself behind the door. He brushes his fingertips over 
his cheek, rubbing at the muscles that are sore from smiling. The thing with Stan is scary, but 
it’s also good. There are moments where it feels almost worth the pain and panic— keyword, 
almost. It'd be better if it was actually requited. That might be the most painful thing about it. 
The fact that Stan isn’t gay, so therefore, probably doesn’t actually like Kyle like that. In fact, 
almost certainly, Stan doesn’t like him like that. He’s still dating Wendy, and... oh, fuck. 
Wendy. Kyle suddenly feels sick. There’s a rock in his stomach. He swallows thickly. No 
longer smiling, he gets back to work, removing what he needs from his backpack. He shuts 
his locker, taking a step back so he has the room to actually do so, and— 


Kyle’s back hits a sturdy form behind him. He opens his mouth, contemplating if he should 
say sorry. His heart skips a beat when he thinks it might be Stan. He turns to look behind him, 
but he doesn’t manage to catch who it is before they move, shoving him into the lockers. 
Kyle stumbles, dropping his things on instinct to catch himself before his face hits the metal. 
He manages, but something about the way he fell against the lockers fucks up his shoulder. 
It’s a tiny ache. 


Kyle spins around, snapping, “What the fu—” 


Eric stares back at him, eyes determined. Kyle’s reflexes aren’t working as well as he would 
like them to. When Eric shoves him back against the lockers for a second time, Kyle is so 
shocked he just lets it happen. His breath rushes out of him. The back of his head hits the 
door of his locker. It doesn’t hurt, really, but it does stun him. Eric is suddenly too close, 
taking up the entirety of his vision. Kyle slams his fist into Eric’s shoulder, expecting that to 
end it, but it doesn’t. It only spurs Eric closer, reaching up to grab Kyle’s face with one hand, 
pinching his cheeks with a bruising grip. 


Now that hurts. 


“You think you can fuck with me?” Eric growls, eyes unblinking as he stares at Kyle. Kyle 
shakes his head— tries to, at least. Eric’s grip on his face is unrelenting. “Don’t lie to me, 
Kyle, I know what you’ re thinking!” 


Kyle narrows his eyes, glares, tries to ask what the fuck are you talking about but Eric is 
starting to dig his nails into the sides of his face. He hisses an intake of breath. Eric’s mouth 
twitches, still staring directly into Kyle’s eyes. They’re too dark. Too deep of a brown, too 
harsh. It’s too much eye contact— too much bad eye contact. It pisses Kyle off. He kicks Eric 
in the shin. Eric grabs Kyle’s shoulder with his free hand, the same one Kyle had messed up 
against the locker just a second ago. 


“You're thinking you can fuck with me, isn’t that right? You think you can throw a ball at my 
head and expect to get away with it, you think my chocolate Twinkies idea is ridiculous, you 
think 7’m ridiculous, don’t you?” Eric leans closer as he speaks, rambling quickly, almost 
hushed. Kyle shoves at Eric’s chest. Eric shifts, but doesn’t let go. “You think I’m a joke, 
dont you?” 


Kyle bites back the urge to say Yeah, kinda. Being snippy won’t get him anywhere, as much 
as it’d make him feel better. Something shifts. Eric does something different. Something 
weird. A smirk spreads over his face, morphing. 


“T’m gonna have fun with you,” Eric says. He drops his hand from Kyle’s face and instead 
gropes at Kyle’s waist, digging his fingers into the fabric of his shirt and latching onto the 
flesh beneath it. 


That’s where Kyle draws the line at ludicrousness. With all of his strength, he slams his 
palms into Eric’s chest. It must hurt Eric, because he stumbles back and actually lets go. Kyle 
kicks Eric in the shin once more for good measure. While Eric is distracted, Kyle crouches 
and gathers his things in record-breaking speed. 


He stands back up, backing a solid few feet away from Eric. There’s this look in Eric’s eyes, 
that tells Kyle to get the fuck out of here now. He has to listen to it. And he will. 


“Never,” Kyle chokes, pausing to swallow through the dryness of his throat. Anger floods 
him, and he snarls as he says, “Never touch me like that again.” 


Eric opens his mouth to reply, his own expression morphing, livid. He starts to approach. 
Kyle approaches him, too. He storms by Eric, shoving into Eric’s arm as hard as he possibly 
can as he passes. Kyle is shaking. He’s not freaked out, or anything, but he’s shocked, in 
disbelief at what just happened. Kyle speed-walks down the hallway, but it doesn’t feel fast 
enough. He needs to move. That’s what his body is telling him to do. Move. 


But Kyle feels frozen. 
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The Horrible Craft 


Chapter Summary 


They’ ll not talk about it more. 


Chapter Notes 
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Kyle doesn’t see Eric for the rest of the day. It’s strange. Such an impromptu outburst from 
Eric is unlike him. He’s usually more calculated than that. Throughout lunch and whenever 
he enters the hallways, Kyle always double-checks to make sure Eric isn’t watching him from 
somewhere. The idea that Eric would freak like that and not follow up is almost scarier than 
what might happen if he did. 


Walking to Stan’s house after school is filled with the urge to bring it up. He doesn’t, though. 
As strange as it was, and as weird as it made Kyle feel, he doesn’t want to start involving 
Stan in something that might not even be... a thing? Fuck, Kyle doesn’t know. He has no idea 
how to wrap his head around it. Whenever he tries to understand, his brows furrow from 
effort. Stan stops a few times mid-speech to ask if Kyle is okay. Even still, Kyle doesn’t talk 
about it. After six hours of agonizing, Kyle finally decides that it doesn’t matter. Whatever 
the fuck it was, whatever the hell the significance is, it doesn’t matter. If Eric approaches him 
again, Kyle can get the others involved. Right now, it’s not important. 


Stan opens the door once they get to the Marsh house, leaving it open for Kyle. Kyle follows 
him in, taking care to place his shoes neatly out of the way. Stan kicks his own aside, 
dropping his backpack by the door. He wanders into the kitchen to grab a snack, or 
something. It’s usually what he does before they hang out after school. It’s a tiny routine of 
theirs, really. Kyle shuts the front door, setting his backpack down. Suddenly remembering 
the pencil, Kyle pulls it out of his bag. He unzips Stan’s backpack’s front pocket, reaching in 
to replace the pencil. His hand hits something smooth and plastic. Confused, he pulls it out— 
which is definitely rude, but whatever— to examine what the object is. 


Aspirin. Oh. Okay. 


Kyle replaces it and re-zips Stan’s bag. He shrugs off his coat and drapes it over the banister 
of the steps. Once everything is settled, Kyle begins making his way back to follow Stan. 
Kyle almost runs face-first into him as he emerges from the kitchen with an apple in one 
hand. Stan cusses, chewing a bite of apple, lifting his free hand up to cover his mouth. “Oh, 
shit,” he says. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to cut you off like that, dude.” 


“It’s fine,” Kyle says. He moves to the right to sneak past, but Stan must have the same idea, 
because he moves in the same direction. At the exact same time, they duck to try to pass the 


other way, but they only get in each other’s way again. It’s disorienting, a loop they’re caught 
in, until Kyle throws his hands into the air, spins on his heel, and stalks over to the couch. “I 
give up!” 


“Aw, what? No,” Stan says. His words are more comprehensible now that he’s swallowed the 
bite of apple. “Don’t give—” 


Kyle plops himself down on the couch, crossing his arms over his chest. 


It’s quiet, then. Stan walks over to the couch, sitting next to Kyle. Stan rolls the apple in his 
hand, examining it for something or other that Kyle isn’t sure of. He watches Stan mess with 
it, hopping it between his palms, playing catch with himself. Soon enough, Stan catches Kyle 
staring. Kyle turns away, embarrassed. He’s convinced that Stan can read his mind, or 
something, but it’s illogical. Stan is usually a little slow on the uptake, and now is no 
different. 


Stan holds the apple out, offering it. “You want some?” he asks. Kyle makes a face. 
“No, thanks,” Kyle says, pushing the apple back towards Stan. 


“You sure? You were looking at it all, like, hungry, and shit.” Even as Stan says this, he 
doesn’t try again to give Kyle the apple. Instead, he takes another bite, chewing thoughtfully. 
Kyle closes his eyes, leaning his head against the backrest of the couch and sliding down a 
little, slouching. 


“T wasn’t looking at the apple,” Kyle mumbles. 
Stan makes a noise and says, “Sorry, what was that?” 


Kyle could brush it off as nothing. He could ignore it, or say it doesn’t matter, or pretend he 
hadn’t said anything, but he doesn’t. He digs his fingers into his hair, scrubbing at his scalp. 
He tries to comb through a section, but his fingers get stuck in a snag. He winces, not 
expecting it, even though he really should have. Fucking curly hair and the fucking snarls. “I 
wasn’t looking at the apple,” Kyle repeats. He opens his eyes, gazing at the ceiling above 
him. He remembers staring at this same exact fucking ceiling when he’d gotten high with 
Stan. It stirs something inside of him. He wants to rip the apple out of Stan’s hand. He wants 
to climb into Stan’s lap and shove his stupid fucking tongue into Stan’s mouth. That’s what 
he wants to fucking do. That’s what he’s hungry for. 


With his head stinging from shame, Kyle slips further down on the couch, rubbing his face 
with his palms. Something shifts, but with Kyle’s eyes distinctly closed, he doesn’t know 
what it’s from. “Oh,” Stan says, a little dumbly. There’s another pause before Kyle catches 
the distinct sound of Stan’s teeth digging into the flesh of the apple. More seconds, More 
minutes. Two more bites and three swallows later, Stan finally asks, “Do you want to talk 
about it?” 


Yes. The answer is yes, he wants to talk about it. He’s wanted nothing more than to talk about 
it. He wants to get the weight off of his chest, to tell someone, to admit that he’s fucked up 
for thinking of his best friend in the way he does. He wants to cry and curl up into a ball and 
he wants Stan to be there for him. He wants to wrap himself up in Stan’s sweater and cuddle 
into Stan’s chest and try to figure out how to categorize how Stan smells. But he says, “No, I 
don’t want to talk about it.” 


And Stan is too goddamn respectful to push it, so that’s how it’ll be. They’ll not talk about it 

more. The pressure will keep building, until it crushes him, and then what will happen? Kyle 

can’t imagine a universe where he doesn t feel the way he does right now. Then again, maybe 
that’s due to the fact that it feels so all-encompassing. The only time it’s okay is when Kyle is 
high. 


“Can we smoke?” Kyle asks, dropping his hands from his face. He looks at Stan, hopeful. 
Stan halts mid-bite, giving Kyle a wide-eyed stare. Pulling the apple away from his mouth, 
Stan chews quickly. He sets the half-finished apple onto the coffee table. 


“Seriously?” Stan asks, quirking a brow. 


“Seriously,” says Kyle. He sits forward, leaning his elbows on his knees, trying to give Stan 
the most casually-pleading look he can. Maybe he plays it up a little, however stupid that 
sounds— and however awful it sounds, Kyle doesn’t care. His lungs are craving the feeling 
of it, and his brain is craving the relaxed energy, which in itself is a bit of an oxymoron, but 
it’s true. Kyle goes through things to say in his mind. How can he get there, how can he 
manage, how can he be convincing. Kyle forces himself to pause, pressing his lips together 
tightly. Then, he says, “We don’t have to, if you don’t want, it’s just... y’know, it’s been nice 
to share something.” 


Stan freezes. He’s chewing on the inside of his cheek, so maybe freezes isn’t the right word, 
but he’s no longer moving the rest of his body. Kyle knows he’s hesitating. He’s thinking 
about it, right? Kyle can’t pinpoint where the thought process had started for himself, but he’s 
overwhelmed with these weird... feelings. Urges. Different from the ones he’s been dealing 
with for years, different from the things he’d been used to. These new cravings carve into 
him, make his hands shake when he knows he can have it, because he can. Stan gets up from 
the couch and leaves the living room, making his way to the kitchen to retrieve the weed 
from where he stores it, and Kyle— fuck, Kyle feels relieved. 


This is weird. Right? This is weird. Light sheds in from the window. It’s still early in the 
afternoon, hardly four o’clock at the latest, and they’re going to smoke pot. As guilty as 
dropping his cleanliness had made him feel at first, it’d quickly morphed into something else. 
Kyle bounces his leg, staring at Stan’s apple. It’s oxidizing, turning brown in the crevices of 
the bite-marks. The idea of all of those condensed particles enforces a fear in him, and it’s 
disgusting— enough to make him feel physically ill. His face burns, heart pounds heavily in 
his chest, grinding a paranoid rhythm of terror into his every cell. 


It itches. He digs his nails into his wrists, trying to scrape it out of his skin, but it doesn’t 
work. The pain aids him only for a split second, before he feels like he needs more to atone 
for whatever disgusting thing surrounding him. Because, that’s it, isn’t it? He’s disgusted by 


the outside, even temporarily— and even if it is utterly unrealistic in every facet. Horrid. 
Sickening. 


You’re sick. 


Kyle shoots up from the couch, planning on running and locking himself in the bathroom to 
ride out this wave of fear. His chest is tight. He doesn’t have control here, does he? He 
doesn’t have any control here. He’s a slave to the thoughts that come to his brain, these putrid 
thoughts that rot him inside, that make him feel this, and he thinks— 


I hate you. 


Kyle walks behind the couch, grabbing onto the fabric of the backing. Something in his body 
stops working, something in his head stops receiving input— something snaps. He becomes 
enamored with the blurring outline of the stairs, where they meet the banister and where that 
juxtaposes with the wall. He is suddenly aware of the carpeted flooring beneath him. There’s 
ringing in his ears and a pressure in his skull, making his eyes want to close. Maybe... 


Maybe he should go. 
He doesn’t recognize himself. He doesn’t recognize anything around him. Why is he here? 
You should go home. 


But he can’t see straight. He can’t find the energy to grab his coat, or slip on his shoes, or 
exit, or— hell, even take a single step away from the couch. He feels sick, he thinks, but he 
doesn’t really know. Maybe this is it. Maybe he should go home. Maybe he should give up. Is 
this his limit? It feels like his limit. This is his limit. This isn’t real. 


He feels a little like he’s watching himself. How funny is that? 


Stan finally emerges from the kitchen for the second time that day. Much like earlier, he 
arrives with an item in hand— except, this time, it’s a joint. Kyle sees the joint sooner than he 
sees Stan, honestly, and he thinks that might be something concerning rearing its ugly little 
head, but he doesn’t care. Kyle’s hand lets go of the couch, and he steps over. He takes the 
joint from Stan, taking a second to admire the fact that it’s already lit. He takes a hefty drag, 
turning away from Stan as he does so. He pulls the joint from his lips, and holds the breath. 
Pause. Pause. Pause. 


Kyle exhales, letting the smoke out. It feels like it coats his tongue, pressing through the air 
in front of him in warmth. That’s nice. He knows it’s ridiculous, but he feels better already. 


“Jesus Christ,” Stan says, clapping a hand on Kyle’s shoulder. Kyle’s natural response would 
be to flinch, but he doesn’t. Not this time. He feels okay. The joint feels good in his hand. It 
feels natural against his lips, it’s right. This is right. “You really wanted to smoke, didn’t 
you?” 


Kyle nods, humming. He rolls his shoulders, pressing the side of his head into Stan’s neck. 
He expects Stan to tense, or jump, or something, but he doesn’t. After a second of hesitation, 


Stan adjusts his grip on Kyle, wrapping his arm around Kyle’s shoulders. Kyle has his eyes 
closed, so he can’t see Stan, but he definitely feels it when Stan removes the joint from 
Kyle’s grasp and takes a hit of his own. 


Stan’s hand drops to Kyle’s waist, squeezing tight, and Kyle doesn’t mind a bit 
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He’s still high by the time he makes it home. That isn’t just the paranoia, either. He’d had a 
little too much, spread over a little too long, and while his brain has been slowly coming 
down over the past thirty minutes, there is no way he’s totally sober. The walk home, usually 
only thirty seconds, takes him almost five minutes. How embarrassing. 


Kyle pulls his house key out of his pocket, sliding it into the lock and twisting. The metal of 
the door is cold against his palm, making him instinctively draw back at the temperature. His 
eyes keep trying to close, enthralled by too much of the same color— monochromatic 
monotones, whites and shades of gray. His family’s house is green, and the door on that 
house is brown, and the steps are similar in their shade. Kyle rests his forehead against the 
surface of that brown door, staring at his shoes. He’s okay, he thinks. He’s okay enough to 
bullshit his way through normal interactions— it’s not something he’s new to. Well, okay, 
he’s new to bullshitting, but he’s not new to... wait. 


He’s not new to bullshitting, but he’s new to bullshitting on drugs. Weed. On weed. Weed is a 
drug, though, so that distinction was unnecessary. His stomach hurts. When did that start? 


The door opens. Kyle almost follows it, but manages to catch himself on the door frame, his 
palms holding up most of his weight. His feet are heavy, unwilling to lift and bring him 
inside. He doesn’t know how long he stands there, but it’s long enough for his eyes to slip 
shut. It’s long enough for him to think he’s asleep, until he’s jolted awake by an external 
source. His eyes fly open and he flinches, rousing with a start. Before him stands Ike, gazing 
at him with a wide-eyed, furrowed-brow expression of confusion. He’s not wearing his 
uniform, instead donning something else that he cannot pinpoint at the moment— Kyle is 
able to see very little in the dim light that comes in from the house. 


Kyle glances around, examining the outside. He peeks over his shoulder, where the road is 
empty and desolate, vaguely snowed-on. Breezes freeze between the limbs of the trees. Kyle 
reminds himself to breathe. He looks back to Ike, who hasn’t moved or said anything yet. 
Kyle feels uncharacteristically pressured to say something, and he goes with the first thought 
that comes to mind: 


“Why is it dark outside?” 


It feels like a good conversation-starter, but Ike isn’t saying anything, and Kyle suddenly has 
no idea how to carry this interaction. He rests his shoulder against the door frame again, 
pressing the side of his head into the wood. Cold. Is this his life? Is this real life? Kyle can’t 
help it— he snorts. To mask the noise, he claps a hand over his mouth. Ike takes a step back. 
Kyle takes a moment to calm himself down before he steps inside. It smells vaguely like 
bread, and Kyle immediately finds himself drawn to it. He’s not particularly hungry— not 
physically. There’s just this thing in his brain that’s telling him to, like... eat something. 
Maybe it’s to keep him busy, to some extent, or maybe he’s genuinely hungry and he’s just 
been feeling it for so long that he’s forgotten how to really feel it. Or, understand feeling it. 


He loses track of his feet. His brain suddenly catches up, registering too much too quickly, 
and he almost runs straight into the kitchen table. Okay, that was stupid, what the hell? Kyle 
snorts through another round of laughs. He tries to bite them back, tries to stop them, tries to 
cover them up with his hand, but he can’t. He sinks into one of the chairs at the dining table. 
It creaks under his weight. It shouldn’t, but it does, and he can’t stop the thoughts before they 
come, little nagging things that make him feel bad about himself. About how this isn’t the 
chair that usually creaks, about how he must have done something to break the chair, about 
how he might have gained weight and maybe he’s disgusting. 


In a matter of seconds, those thoughts disappear, and it’s just Kyle giggling thoughtlessly at 
the kitchen table. He sinks lower, resting his forehead against the wood. The smell of bread 
disappears, and with it, his sense of hunger fades. Just the thought of it is enough to make 
him uncomfortable. It’s conflicting, he supposes, and that makes him laugh harder. 


Footsteps make their way into the kitchen. Kyle hears them approach, hears them grow closer 
until he can feel the presence of another person. He lifts his head from the table, looking at 
Ike, who watches him. Distantly, Kyle realizes that Ike is wearing pajamas. 


“How dark is it?” Kyle asks, but it’s not what he means to say. He shakes his head, shutting 
his eyes tightly. He rests his head in the palms of his hands, rubbing his fingertips over the 
fabric of his hat. “I mean, how late is it?” 


“six,” says Ike. The frown on his mouth is easily heard, affecting the firmness of his voice. 
It feels very quiet. Still, stiff, motionless, like fidgeting would ruin something unspoken. 
There’s just something. 


It’s so slow. 
Slow. 
He doesn’t know if he likes it. 


Kyle’s mouth is dry. He needs water. He starts to stand up, but Ike pushes him back down. 
It’s weird because Ike is relatively small. Normally, Kyle could just push through, but right 
now, he can’t. His muscles are nonexistent, starved and gelatinous. Not literally, of course, 
but he’s... he’s just so... Kyle doesn’t have the strength. He simply doesn’t. There’s nothing 
more about it. He looks up at Ike, examining his brother’s face, watching it shift through an 
array of emotions. He tries to pinpoint each one, but it’s more difficult than it seems. Anger, 
disappointment, concern, worry, exhaustion. 


“Are you drunk?” Ike asks. The expression changes again, morphs into something different, 
something deep and simultaneously juxtaposing in its shallowness. Kyle wants to worry 
about it, about how Ike looks too tired to be thirteen, but he can’t. There’s a block, or maybe 
it’s an excuse— the weed, maybe it’s an excuse for Kyle to give up his leadership role for just 
a second. He just needs a break, says something in his bones. Kyle is a little tired, too. 


“No,” Kyle says. He rubs his eyes, trying to wake himself up. This isn’t the time to sulk. If 
this is even sulking. Moping, sulking, something in between, or nothing. Ike grunts. 


“Are you... high?” he asks. Kyle opens his mouth to say no, but it betrays him, grinning 
wide. He slaps a hand over his mouth to hide it. He closes his eyes, reverting back to a 
toddler, thinking maybe Ike won’t be able to see him if he can’t see Ike. It’s stupid. He knows 
it’s stupid, he knows things don’t work that way, but that doesn’t stop him from trying, and 
maybe that’s okay. 


To a very minimal extent. 
“You're high,” Ike says. He’s pouting, now, his face red. He spits the words, “You’re stupid.” 


“I’m really stupid,” Kyle agrees. He can feel things start to shift. He tries to blink the world 
back into its rightful place, but it won’t listen. The more he blinks, the less his mind 
processes— the more superficial everything looks, the more cataclysmic it feels. Yet, at the 
same time, he knows nothing matters. He wonders if that’s cynicism, or if it’s nihilism, or if 
it’s just himself. He wonders on a lot of things, on doubt and decay and how beautiful the day 
was. He can still feel Stan’s hand on his waist. It pushes away the memory of Eric’s groping. 
Kyle looks away from Ike, instead busying his eyes with a blurring image of the window 
across the kitchen. “I’m the stupidest.” 


“You smell like pot,” Ike says. He scrunches his nose up, expressing his disgust on the 
subject matter. Kyle hums. He’s been smiling too long. It’s starting to hurt the muscles in his 
face. His cheeks feel tight, like they’re going to start cramping any minute. Kyle rubs his 
fingers into them, trying to loosen the tension. 


“How do you know what pot smells like?” Kyle asks. Ike ignores the question, meandering 
deeper into the kitchen. 


“Stan used to smell like pot,” Ike says. He opens up the cupboard, withdrawing a mug from 
the bottom shelf. He fills it with water and comes back, pushing it towards Kyle on the table. 
Kyle takes the cup, pulling it closer to himself, rubbing his fingertips on the rim of it. “Mom 
would always talk about how much he used to smell like pot, and now you smell like he used 
to, and it doesn’t take a genius to know that you’ve been bumming drugs from the ex-stoner.” 


“Big words,” Kyle mumbles. He licks his lips. Dry. 


“Those weren’t big words,” Ike says. He’s still angry, glaring at Kyle with a learned 
expression. “Drink some water, already.” 


Kyle does. He picks up the mug and takes a hearty sip, undeterred from the fact that his 
throat doesn’t want to swallow. He gulps it down with minimal difficulty. His mouth still 


feels dry. He sets the mug back down, wiping his mouth with the back of his sleeve. It smells 
like weed. He smells like weed. Ike was right. Ike is right. Ike is always right, isn’t he? 
Always, always, always... “Why am I the older brother?” Kyle asks. He scoots down, 
slouching in the chair. Ike’s frown fades. Kyle lifts his arms above his head, stretching out 
like a cat. Once finished, he settles, slumping over the table. He presses his cheek back into 
the wood. He stares at the wall. Beige. Yellow. Some similar color. He’s home, isn’t he? He’s 
home. “You’re better than I am, I’m sorry.” 


“Stop talking,” says Ike. Kyle snorts. 


“You stop talking, idiot,” he says. He halfheartedly covers his mouth with his palm. “Oops, I 
can’t talk to you like that.” 


“Stop,” Ike repeats. 


“Sometimes I wonder if I should just drop out,” Kyle says. “Maybe I should become an artist 
or something, live on the street and— like, look for my mojo and shit.” 


Kyle looks up. Ike’s expression is gone. It’s blank. In Kyle’s eyes, Ike’s face is static. Kyle 
starts to smile and laugh again. He drops his head back down. 


“This is real life,” Kyle drones. “This is real life, we’re all real, part of real /ife and shit, 
y know? Except sometimes— sometimes I wonder what we’re doing, in the end, because, 
look at it...” 


Kyle swings an arm out to the side, trying to gesture at where he perceives the rest of the 
world to be. He quickly gives up on the sweeping motion, though, and pulls his arms back, 
hugging himself tightly. He laughs harder. 


“We’re all wandering around, walking and talking and fucking about until we get to a place 
where we can check out and say, y’know, like, okay, man, I’m good here, y’know? And then 
that’s it, that’s—” 


Kyle sits up again. He claps his hands, loud. 
“that’s all she wrote.” 


Ike is just staring at him. The static has disappeared from his face. He looks lost, or maybe 
he’s a little afraid. Kyle feels bad, and maybe he deserves that, and maybe it’s okay that he 
deserves that, or maybe he’s just trying to convince himself it’s okay when it’s not. Kyle 
drops his head down, staring at his arms. He looks at his chest. He looks at his stomach. His 
thighs. 


“Am I fat?” Oops. Kyle didn’t mean to ask that. Ike genuinely seems taken aback. 
“No,” says Ike. 


But Kyle can’t stop seeing himself differently than he used to. When he looks at himself, he 
just sees a big flaw, something he’s supposed to fix— or, something he can fix. Something he 
needs to fix or something or whatever and all that. 


“Stop thinking before you hurt yourself,” Ike says, and Kyle knows that’s a joke. He laughs 
at it. Ike doesn’t return the laugh. 


They sit in silence for a long time. They sit until the phone rings. By then, Kyle has slouched 
back over the surface of the table, rubbing his face into the wood grain. Once he hears the 
familiar briiing briiing of the land line, though, he shoots upright, almost falling out of the 
chair in his excitement to get to the phone. Ike makes it to the phone before Kyle can even 
stand up, though. 


“Don’t even think about it,” Ike says, and picks up the phone. He brings it to his ear, greeting 
with the typical Hello, who is this? that he usually does. Kyle listens distantly, but becomes 
quickly distracted. He feels a little sicker. His stomach keeps trying to turn over itself. Laying 
down sounds good. Kyle pushes himself out of the chair, taking it slow. He keeps his hand on 
the wall as he makes his way to the living room. He stumbles to the couch and lays down, 
turning to lay on his side and stare out at the television. He feels really... weird. 


It’s nice to relax, though. 


“Where’s Kyle?” Ike asks, reiterating the question phrased on the other end of the line. Kyle 
doesn’t bother moving. He knows Ike doesn’t want him to. The attempts to intrude wouldn’t 
be welcomed. “He’s... sleeping.” 


Kyle closes his eyes, listening to this side of the conversation unfold without thinking about 
the impact of it. 


“He was tired, I don’t know... why? What do you mean? What does that mean? I—...an 
hour? Okay... okay, Ill tell him, I will... I will... see you soon... bye.” 


Cl-chkk. 
Pause. 


Kyle’s breathing has almost evened out by the time Ike nudges him awake. Kyle opens his 
eyes, looking up at Ike with a bleary expression. He doesn’t register the expression, at first. 
The static has returned. 


“Get up and shower,” Ike says. Kyle blinks, shaking his head. 


“What?” he asks. Ike frowns, furrowing his brows. He pushes Kyle’s shoulder. Kyle waves 
the shove away. “What? Why? What’s going on?” 


“What’s going on?” Ike asks. “What’s going on is you smell like pot and Mom is in the 
hospital, okay? Go shower before Dad gets here.” 


Kyle pushes himself up. ““Dad’s not spending the night at the hospital?” 


“No,” says Ike. He backs up, inviting Kyle to stand, which Kyle does. “He’s coming to pick 
us up.” 


Kyle feels a little more sober, a little more awake. Slowly, he asks, “Why?” 


Ike sniffs. He rubs his face off with the back of his arm, shaking his head. “Mom’s not doing 
well,” he says. Then, with more vigor: “Mom isn’t doing well, and you’re high, Kyle, I hope 
you’re happy!” 

Kyle says nothing. Ike looks away. 


“Just go shower, okay?” Ike says. 


Although reluctance itches at every part of Kyle’s existence, he forces himself to begin up the 
stairs. 
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She’s shaking. 
Kyle leaves the room before he can think about it. 


No one objects. No one has the energy to. No one thinks about telling him to stay, because no 
one really wants to stay to begin with. She isn’t awake, not really. She can’t talk to them, or 
move very efficiently. And it’s the most terrifying thing. Kyle has never been in the same 
room as someone who was so ill that they couldn’t stop shaking. He’s never had to see that. 
He’s been in those shoes, he’s been the sick one, but he’s never seen someone who was that 
sick. It grabs at something deep within him, conjures up the image. A repeated thing, 
something that makes him want to curl into a ball and hide away from everything. 


Kyle pauses just outside her hospital room. He takes a deep breath. He’s trying to think his 
way through the heavy smell of plastic and sterile fields and skin. That’s what it smells like, 
in this hospital. It smells like skin. Flesh and bone and people, trying to survive, with 
machines beeping in an ICU that holds windows and a large desk in the center. A square 
thing, three tables, with three nurses and a few more scattered around visiting patients and 
taking vitals and writing things down on their little clipboards. The faces of the pain chart 
hung up in each room burn themselves into his mind. He knows he will never forget those. 
The smiling and frowning and crying faces, the bastardized version of animation, simplistic. 


He turns down the corridor and starts to walk. He doesn’t know where. He doesn’t know 
why. He just knows that his feet itch to move, and his legs won’t hold him steady if he stays 
still. He pushes through the heavy doors that separate the ICU from the main hallway. It’s 
heavy against his arm, and sucks a lot of his strength out. With weak teeth, he bites at his lips, 
feeling the sensitive split where he accidentally nipped through the skin. It’s tender, there. 
Tender and a little rough against the tip of his tongue. He passes an area in the hallway that 
smells like stale urine, and holds his breath without thinking about it. 


Empty corridors and dim lighting. Pale beiges and browns and yellows and light blues paint 
the walls, murals of formality, attempts at keeping people calm as they’re walked to the 
respective ward. No one is anywhere. Kyle turns left at the next intersection in the halls, 
keeping his hand on the wall even though he can’t even imagine how many germs coat them. 
It makes his skin crawl, to think about that. His stomach churns. The sick feeling of nausea 


he’d been managing to swallow back returns. The back of his throat burns. He wonders if 
he’s going to throw up. The feeling passes before he can think too much on it, though. The 
cramp dissipates. Now, he just feels shaky. 


He didn’t mean to go to the elevators, but it’s where he ends up. He turns into the little area 
where the elevators are, the nook that holds four of them. He draws in a deep breath, 
somehow assured that this is a safe place. It’s quiet back here, away from the units with the 
people in the beds, where some people are undeniably dying. He’s easily a hundred feet away 
from his mother. He’d run away. How pathetic is that? His mother is in a vulnerable situation, 
and Kyle’s instinct had been to leave? What type of son is he? What type of person does that? 


Kyle wanders to the back of the elevator nook, and faces a corner. He rubs his hands over his 
face. He’s trying to collect himself, but it isn’t really working. He can’t stop thinking about it, 
now. The way she was shaking. The way she wasn’t really aware of things. The way she 
didn’t really look like she was there. She was pale, or maybe it was the lighting, or maybe he 
was seeing things. He’d walked away. Why had he walked away? He’s a horrible person, 
such a horrible person, such a horrible, disgusting person... 


A sob wrenches itself from his throat. He closes a hand over his mouth, forcing any other 
noises to stay behind his clenched teeth. He breathes out through his nose, and then breathes 
in. He repeats it. Breathing. In and out and in again. The rhythm seems like it might help 
soothe him, but his lungs want to refuse. They try to close up on him. She’s shaking. He 
walked away. He kissed Stan and he smoked weed and they almost made out because Kyle is 


gay. 
And he fantasizes about his best friend when he dreams, and when he can’t control it. 


And his mother is shaking. She’s shaking, and his first reaction had been to go somewhere 
else, where he couldn’t see. Because he’s selfish and narcissistic, or something, and 
absolutely grotesque. He’s disgusting. Disgusting, disgusting, disgusting, dis— 


“Kyle?” 


Kyle wipes the tears from his eyes, and tries to pull himself tighter into the corner. If he just 
disappears. If he just disappears. [fhe just disappears. But he can’t. He takes too much space, 
he is too full of atoms, he is too much of a person to fade into the background, and he’d love 
it if it made him feel good, but it doesn’t. He just doesn’t want to be here. And, he’s pretty 
sure he doesn’t want to be anywhere, but he... and... and he thinks that’s a new feeling. 


“Kyle, is that you?” 


No. No, it isn t. Go away. But Kyle can’t say that. Instead, he dries his eyes for the second 
time and glances over his shoulder. He didn’t expect to find Clyde here, that’s for sure. Then 
again, he didn’t expect to find himself here, either. Not tonight. But things don’t always go 
according to plan, do they? No, they don’t. They never fucking do. What’s the point of 
planning, then? What’s the fucking point of planning when nothing goes to plan? Why does 
he bother if none of it is going to happen the way he wants it to in the first place? What the 
fuck is this bullshit and why is everyone pretending to be okay with the way life fucks them 
over? 


“Oh, man,” Clyde says, his brows raised in surprise. His hands are buried in the pockets of 
his letterman jacket. He looks too empathetic. “Are you crying?” 


Kyle bites back a sob. The tears won’t stop coming, and his mouth keeps pulling itself into a 
frown. He entertains the thought that he probably looks really ugly like this, but he can’t help 
it. He hiccups, trying to cover his face by staring down at the ground and lifting an arm to 
guard himself from prying eyes with his wrist. He tries to brush off the action as him 
adjusting his hair, but it definitely doesn’t come off that way, does it? Clyde steps forward, 
and Kyle spins around, once again hiding himself in the corner. “Go away,” Kyle chokes. The 
footsteps stop, and Clyde’s presence halts where it is. It’s quiet, for a while, and Kyle is 
thankful for the silence. It doesn’t last forever, though. Nothing fucking lasts forever. 


“Why are you here?” Clyde asks. Kyle tries to force himself to stop crying, but Clyde’s 
questions aren’t helping him feel any better. Kyle really just needs to be alone right now, he 
decides. He really just needs to be alone, where no one will confront him about the bullshit 
that’s going on, because he can’t even understand it. He doesn’t get why this is happening. 
His mom has always been so healthy. She’s always been fine. So why the fuck is she so ill 
from pneumonia? What the fuck happened? Why can’t Kyle fucking control it? 


Kyle buries his face into his hands. The thoughts won’t stop bombarding him. Images and 
thoughts and questions. Statements of things he doesn’t want to acknowledge, observations 
that tell him he’s doing the wrong thing, prodding and angry and sharp. He can hear them. It 
feels like someone is trying to choke him. Clyde is trying to touch his shoulders, trying to 
drag his hands to the area where his shoulders meet his neck on either side. It tickles, too 
harsh, too much, and Kyle shrugs the touch away as hard as he can, wrenching himself to 
glare at Clyde. “Stop touching me,” he snaps. 


It’s quiet. 


When he is no longer blinded from himself, he realizes that Clyde is a solid eight feet away. 
Clyde looks confused, expression lost like Kyle just slapped him for no reason— and, in a 
way, Kyle supposes that he had. Clyde is too far away. He hadn’t been touching Kyle at all. 


“Huh?” Clyde says. Kyle can’t answer. He doesn’t know. It’s just another thing he adds to the 
list, another thing that he can’t understand. Mechanics. Parts. Magic, maybe, since there is no 
explanation, a miracle in the worst sense. “Is everything okay?” 


Kyle opens his mouth to respond, to say it’s just fucking fantastic, but he can’t. The words 
won’t come. He closes his eyes, swallowing the saliva that’s built up in his mouth. It’s such a 
difference to the dryness he’d been fighting just a few hours earlier. Seconds pass, or maybe 
minutes. Kyle opens his eyes again, and this time, he replies. Not verbally, but physically. He 
shakes his head. Strangely enough, Clyde seems like he gets it. 


“Do you wanna, uh... talk about it?” Clyde asks. Kyle shakes his head again. Clyde nods. A 
weird awkwardness settles on them. Clyde digs his hands even further into his pockets, 
another reminder that he hadn’t touched Kyle at all. Kyle could laugh, honestly. He could 
laugh about the fact that he’s going crazy. Maybe he is going crazy. Maybe he’s losing it. 
How funny would that be? Losing his mind in a hospital next to the elevators. Clyde kicks 
the floor. “Look, um...” 


Clyde stops talking for a second. Kyle busies himself with trying to stem the flow of tears 
from his eyes, which still won’t stop crying. His sleeves are wet, now. He has to wash this 
sweater. And he has to wash his jacket, it still smells like weed. It’s a smell that won’t come 
out of things, huh? It won’t come out of things. It just stays, forever. Clyde clears his throat. 


“I dunno what’s going on with you,” Clyde says. “I mean, uh, obviously, but— y’know, I 
don’t... want you to feel all sad and stuff, so, if you ever... want to talk about it, or have a 
shoulder to cry on, or something, I’m... here.” 


One of the lights above them flickers. It dims more thoroughly. Kyle has issues trying to take 
in an adequate amount of air. 


“Not that you have to talk to me or anything, because, we’re not, uh... close, at all? But— 
just, if you want to, or if you wanna...” another pause. Clyde swallows. “Sit, and not do or 
say anything, that’s fine too, I get it, things can be rough without the burden of trying to... 
explain?” 


Clyde pauses for a second, apparently thinking over what had just come out of his own 
mouth. The pause passes quickly, however, and once he is apparently satisfied with the way 
it'd come out, Clyde nods, solidifying it. Kyle nods, too. It’s a bit of a weird understanding, 
maybe, between them. This unspoken thing that neither of them really know how to handle, 
but it’s okay. The interaction is short and sweet, to the point. In many ways, it is refreshing, 
and Kyle appreciates the brevity of it. 


“Sorry, uh, this is weird, um... do you want me to leave you alone?” Clyde asks. Kyle 
doesn’t say anything. His voice still isn’t working as well as he would like it to. He doesn’t 
trust his tongue to form coherent sentences. Instead, he simply nods again. Clyde is the one 
who returns it, this time. They don’t say goodbye to each other. They just nod for a third 
time. Clyde hits the elevator call button, enters into the first one that arrives, and disappears 
behind the doors as they shut. 


Kyle’s episode of panic is over. To his knowledge, at least— he hopes it is. The tears are still 
spotting his eyes, but they no longer try to run down his cheeks. It feels fast. It was a hard, 
extreme wave that lasted a short amount of time. He thinks, in some ways, he just needed to 
cry it out. Clyde had been the one to push him towards just... letting it out. It’d been nice. 
Kyle appreciates it. He wishes he had the opportunity to say thank you, but the moment is 
over, now, and he’s not about to bring it up again. Ever. Why would he? Kyle can count the 
number of times he and Clyde have interacted in the past few years on one hand. 


He wipes the rest of the wet away from his face and takes a minute to collect himself before 
heading down the hallway, walking away from the nook of elevators. A few feet down are the 
bathrooms. He enters the men’s restroom and stops in front of one of the sinks. No one is in 
here, either. He’s starting to wonder if anyone 1s really in this hospital. Maybe all of this is 
like one of those crazy cartoon theories. Maybe it’s all some weird hallucination. Maybe he 
went nuts years ago. Maybe he’s still in that mental ward from Mr. Hankey’s shenanigans 
when he was eight. 


Funny. 


Kyle turns on the faucet and cups some water in his hands, leaning down to splash it over his 
face. The water is nice and cool, allowing him to chill out. No pun intended. He leaves the 
water running for another second or so, looking at himself in the mirror. His face is so 
fucking red. That’s an obvious thing, since he’d been crying. His eyes are puffy and he looks 
kind of horrible. He rubs his fingers into his face, trying to make himself look more natural— 
or, just try and make it look like he hadn’t been crying quite as hard as he had been. He takes 
a deep breath. He splashes a little more water over his face, then dries it off with his shirt. 
Hesitantly, he breathes, wipes his hands off on his pants, turns off the sink... 


Kyle looks at his reflection. Something instinctual tells him to look away. He does. 


Without another thought, he leaves the bathroom and begins on his way back to his mother’s 
room in the ICU. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Game On 


Chapter Summary 


Eric’s eyes brighten. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The night is full of tossing and turning— much of it. They get home fairly late into the night, 
it nearing eleven. No one says a word to one another. It’s just another thing, something that 
keeps them silent in the company of their own family, whereas they usually don’t have any 
issues. Kyle keeps to himself. He’s gotten ready for bed and crawled in, and although he’s 
dead tired, it is impossible for him to get any shut-eye. At some point during the night, his 
phone goes off. He feels it buzz next to him, where it’s still stuck in the pocket of his sweater. 
His muscles are so intent on keeping him motionless that he doesn’t even bother trying to see 
who it might be. He watches the sun come up. Something in his eyes aches, tells him he 
needs to sleep. He tries as hard as he can to obey his body’s need, but the sleep won’t come. 
It won t. 


Kyle turns onto his other side, hoping a change in position might do him some good. Nothing 
feels comfortable. Everything feels wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong... he shifts again. The fact 
that he’d received a text won’t leave his mind. Sunshine peeks in through the windows, 
between the crack in the blinds, spreading over him. He doesn’t know what time it is, but he 
knows he probably still has a solid few hours before he has to get up. He needs to relax, for 
once, for fuck’s sake. He just needs to relax. 


Another turn. He now lays on his back, staring up at the ceiling. He plays connect-the-dots 
with the popcorn of it, where creases fold in tiny patterns, where it webs in gentle designs 
that soothe him. It helps. His eyes fall shut, and his thoughts let him be. Barely aware of his 
surroundings, he breathes. He usually likes this. He can usually handle laying in bed without 
the thoughts of anything to bother him. But today, it feels like he’s coming down. It feels like 
he rode an adrenaline high, and now he’s crashing back to Earth. Strangely enough, he 
doesn’t know if he likes it. It’s heavy. 


Maybe Stan was the one who sent the text. Maybe Stan couldn’t sleep, and was looking for 
some late-night company. It wouldn’t be the first time. They’d spent nights, before, just to 
talk to each other, messaging back and forth until they both became so tired, their 
conversation devolved into only stupid memes and random strings of letters. 


Even if Stan wasn’t the one who sent the text, Kyle feels a pull to initiate interaction between 
himself and Stan. It’s a weird sort of need. Something that never leaves him alone— not 
really. Just like everything else. But none of that everything else matters to him, right now. 


For the time being, Kyle just wants to drown in the thoughts of Stan, and think about the 
good things they’d been through together. Like Stan kissing him, every time they hang out. 
The way Stan touches him, when they get high. The way Stan looks into his eyes. Kyle can 
picture it with ease, Stan’s face, gazing back at him with pink sclerae from the weed, half- 
lidded and relaxed. Kyle remembers yesterday. He remembers sitting with Stan on the couch, 
and then, of course, Stan looking at him. The joint was gone at that point, put out and 
discarded. They’d smoked most of it. 


With lowered inhibitions, they made thoughtless decisions. Or, maybe it’d be best to say Kyle 
made thoughtless decisions. Kyle loses control when he gets high— or maybe getting high is 
just an excuse to lose control, he doesn’t know. But he’s almost always the one to start things. 
Kyle remembers kissing Stan, and although he would have been fine with just that, it ignited 
something in Stan. It almost always does, and Kyle loves that. The memories are hazy, but if 
memory serves correctly, Stan had pushed Kyle down to lay on the couch and tugged Kyle’s 
shirt up and spent a while just mouthing at the skin of Kyle’s stomach. 


The phantom sensation sends tingles up Kyle’s spine, allowing him the ability to dwell in the 
warmth of it. He grabs his blanket and pulls it up to his chin, rolling onto his side, his back to 
the rest of his room. He curls up, pulling his knees a bit higher up to his chest. Guiltily, Kyle 
loses himself in a fantasy— in a slew of what-ifs and maybe-one-days and hopefully-soons. 
He ponders the idea of going home with someone— not Stan, specifically, he can’t sully 
Stan’s image like that. Stan means too much to him. But replacing Stan with a nondescript 
person, maybe one from a magazine or an ad Kyle had seen at some point, is enough. So, he 
pictures it, curling up with someone in bed. He likes the idea, and lets it roll out. He wonders 
what it might feel like to kiss them. He wonders if it’ll feel different. He wonders what it’d 
feel like to drag his fingertips up their sides, to feel their skin and pull their shirt off, and kiss 
over their chest. He wonders if they would make any noises. 


Perhaps a bit spontaneously, Kyle’s thoughts wander to what it might feel like if they pinned 
him down. Would they grab his wrists and hold him still? Would they take control like that, 
would he... 


Would she...? 
Err... would she...? 
Kyle squirms, tucking his face against the fabric of his blanket. No. That... doesn’t work. 


What would it feel like to have him kiss his neck? What would it feel like to have him bite his 
neck? 


The idea spreads warmth throughout every one of Kyle’s limbs, and he likes it a lot. His 
spine tingles again. He shivers. He curls his fingers more insistently into the fabric of the 
blanket, making sure he doesn’t give in to the urge to act on any of his feelings. He just wants 
to think about it. Thinking about it is safe. Picturing it is fine. Actually doing something with 
those thoughts and pictures is a different story, though, right? It certainly feels that way. Kyle 
doesn’t want to do that. He doesn’t. 


It feels like that’d be... admitting guilt, somehow. Even though it’s harmless, Kyle doesn’t 
like the idea of it, so he’s not going to do it. It’s not happening. Kyle bites his lip and opens 
his eyes, forcing away the images of men. Those phantom feelings that the images bring up 
dissipate, allowing him to calm down. Picking at the fabric of his bedspread, Kyle takes 
shallow breaths. If he inhales too deeply, he can feel it try to reignite the spark he’d struck. 
He spends a while just thinking about things that will make the feeling go away. Thoughts of 
his anxieties won’t do the trick, for some reason. It’s like the fear just makes him want to find 
comfort within himself, even if that comfort would make him feel worse after the temporary 
thing. The fix is quick but not eternal, and he’s not interested right now. He’s not. He 5 not. 


With a mild itch still discomforting his skin, Kyle kicks off the blanket and pushes himself 
upright, rooting around in his sweater for his phone. It’s basically second nature to turn on his 
phone, flicking past the home screen before he can read the message he’d received. It might 
sound stupid, but he likes to keep messages a surprise for when he opens them and can fully 
read them. He expects it to be from a friend. In fact, he primarily expects it to be Stan— who 
else would it be? Kenny doesn’t usually text unless he absolutely has to, and there’s no 
reason Dad would text him in the middle of the night. Unless Ike got bored and decided to try 
and prod Kyle awake— which, again, not the first time. But it’s none of those people. 


It’s Eric. 


Fatass 


Today 3:44 AM 
how was ur night?? ;)) 


Any spark Kyle might have held prior disappears completely. There’s nothing that ruins his 
mood faster than some ridiculous text from Eric Cartman, of all people— 


And there’s something about it. Kyle knows it’s ridiculous, and he has no reason to be upset 
by it, but his immediate reaction is... strange. Something builds in his chest and throbs in his 
ears, making his face heat up unbelievably, until he’s certain he’s gone red. The ridiculous 
fucking emoji strikes Kyle somewhere utterly raw. He doesn’t breathe, not consciously, but 
he can feel it quicken in his lungs, filling him with air until he feels like he can’t get a proper 
breath in. Kyle throws his phone down on the bed, not caring about it still being on. He 
snatches a change of clothes and tries to forget while he takes a shower. 


He tries to busy himself with the physical sensation of the water, with the feeling of shampoo 
lathering in his hair, but that just goes to irritate him more efficiently. He hates his hair, his 
stupid fucking hair, with its stupid, unruly curls and the ridiculousness of just how much 
conditioner it needs so it won’t become a tangled mess. He bites at the inside of his cheek as 
he suffers the remnants of the rinsing, hiding from the mirror as he towels off. He wishes he 
could blow-dry his hair, but it’s a mistake to do that with curly hair. He doesn’t want to look 
like a stupid goddamn poodle, but— fuck it. He’s not going to school with wet hair, okay? 
He's not doing that today. 


Kyle blow-dries his hair, and makes quick work of it, too— not that blow-drying is, in any 
capacity, quick work, but he doesn’t fully dry it. He just dries it enough so it looks 


presentable, even though he’s shoving his hat on anyway. With a sudden rush, Kyle turns off 
the blow-dryer and drops it on the counter, spitting, “This is fucking useless,” into the humid 
air of the bathroom. 


The outburst passes as quickly as it had come. Thankfully, the tension relieves the slightest 
bit. It’s still there, gnawing at his organs, but it’s lesser. Manageable. He pulls on his clothes, 
putting little regard in for what he chose to wear that day. He doesn’t think, at this point, as 
much as he would like to. He checks his blood sugar, he eats breakfast, he packs for school, a 
swirl of other shit he can’t keep track of because they’re all such mundane things, he just 
doesn’t care. Dad is home, so he can send Ike off to school instead for once. It’s a relief, 
maybe, Kyle doesn’t know— he’s a little overwhelmed with how bitter he is about it. 


He doesn’t... like it. 


Kyle pulls his phone out of his pocket and shoots a text to Stan, already a solid fifty feet 
away from home. 


Stan 


Today 7:22 AM 
I have something to do this morning. I won’t be able to walk with you today. Ill catch up 
with you at lunch. 


Kyle doesn’t receive an immediate response, nor does he expect to. He pushes his phone into 
his pocket, forgotten and to be remembered later. In his motion, the backpack attempts to 
slide from his shoulder. A quick shrug is more than enough to reset its posture, and he 
hastens his pace down the sidewalk. A section of ice glares up at him from a few feet ahead. 
He sidesteps it, narrowly avoiding the edge where he runs the most risk of slipping. The snow 
powdering the cement doesn’t help the slickness, but he manages to keep himself upright 
nonetheless. With his adapted speed, Kyle makes it to school in a record-breaking ten 
minutes. Maybe fifteen, if he cared enough to offer the limit leeway. 


He pushes through the throngs of early arrivals, students who bustle around in the mild fog of 
the cold morning. It bites at his cheeks, the unrelenting breeze does— it cuts through his 
jacket and agitates his skin, makes him want to scratch and pepper himself with the crescents 
of his own nails to forget the feeling of discomfort. He doesn’t, though, for he has a mission. 
Half-baked and tumbling through his mind like a loose-lief piece of notebook paper, 
crumpled in a too-empty trashcan. As he nears his destination, his heartbeat picks up. 
Thrumming through his ribs, it’s essentially audible to his own ears, a rhythmic sensation and 
sound that tries to ground him and simultaneously rip him from the comfortable confines of 
himself and he doesn’t know he doesn t understand he doesn t— 


Kyle comes to a hasty stop in the mostly-desolate hallways, slamming a locker shut as loud 
as he can. Eric, the owner of said locker, jumps back to avoid being hit in the face with the 
wayward door. The loud pound of a noise echoes and alerts the few people who dot the 
corridors. Ultimately, they stay where they are, though it’s obvious they’re curious. Kyle 
doesn’t care. He couldn’t care less if people watch, he couldn’t care less. He tells himself that 
over and over and over again, but it isn’t true. 


It’s a lie. 
Kyle cares. 


Eric inhales to ensue on his usual berating, but Kyle doesn’t let him start. He grabs the collar 
of Eric’s shirt and drags him away, down to the boy’s bathroom in the other wing of the 
school. All the while they walk, Eric’s breath escapes him in the unfortunate cacophony that 
Kyle cannot fucking escape. 


“Kyle, Kyle, what’re you doing Kyle, this is assault,” Eric says. Every fiber of Kyle’s being 
threatens to retaliate, to scream this isn t assault, asswipe! But he doesn’t. He stays silent, 
biting his tongue. He tugs Eric’s collar even sharper, and Eric bends a bit to the will of Kyle’s 
relentless grip. They finally make it to the bathroom. Kyle shoves the door open with his 
shoulder. He pushes Eric towards the sinks, and with newly-emptied, trembling fingers, he 
flicks the lock shut and spins on his heel. The bathroom is empty. He knows it is empty, it’s 
always empty in the mornings— “I’m seriously, Kyle, I’m feeling mega cornered right now 
and you’re not giving me much wiggle room—” 


—but Kyle checks anyway. He ducks into every stall, pushing each door to make sure it 
opens to the silence he knows is beyond. Empty. Every single one, empty— they’re alone. 


Kyle wastes no time, rushing at Eric, struggling to hold himself back from ramming straight 
into him without regard for what might happen afterward. Once in arm’s reach, he yanks Eric 
down by the collar of his jacket, unbuttoned and unzipped. Their faces are inches apart, and 
Kyle is seething. Digging his fingers in as harsh as he possibly can, Kyle hisses a rushed 
phrase. 


“What does that mean?” Kyle snaps, breathing erratically from the effort of hauling Eric’s 
sorry ass in here. Eric blinks. 


“What does wha—” 
“I am warning you,” says Kyle, “If you pull any fuckshit on me I will fucking kill you.” 


Eric’s brows raise up. Kyle knows that look. A believe me look. An I’m about to lie look. A 
give me sympathy look. Kyle clenches his teeth. 


““How was your night’?” Kyle asks. “What does it mean?” 


The believe me look disappears, replacing itself with a twitching smirk, one that Eric doesn’t 
seem entirely in control of. It makes Kyle’s skin crawl. “Oh,” says Eric, starting to push 
forward, into Kyle’s grip. Not wanting to be any closer to Eric than he has to be, Kyle 
instinctively starts to back up— which is a mistake. In a matter of seconds, Kyle has his back 
pressed up against the cold wall of the bathroom, hard and intimidating behind him. Kyle’s 
heart stutters, falls to his feet— but he remains, standing tall, staring up at Eric who lingers 
just the slightest bit above him. “That bothered you, huh?” 


Eric slides his hands over Kyle’s hips. Kyle immediately reacts, letting go of Eric’s collar to 
push those pudgy hands off of him. It only serves to relocate Eric’s attention, however. 


Undeterred, Eric grabs Kyle’s chin with one hand, his other pushing Kyle into the wall via his 
shoulder. It digs into a spot that Kyle hadn’t known was tender. Kyle shoves his palms into 
Eric’s stomach, trying to force him off. Eric moves, apparently uncomfortable by it, but he 
doesn’t let go of Kyle’s chin. In fact, he grips tighter, holding him with a bruising force. Kyle 
doesn’t want marks. He stops struggling. 


“It was just a little question,” Eric says. There’s a twitch in that mouth of his, those lips 
quirking, parting to reveal the tongue that perches teasingly between his teeth. Kyle leans 
away, trying to avoid the smell of his breath, syrupy like pancakes, breakfast. It makes Kyle 
feel sick. “Or was it? Is there something more to it, Jew? What’s going on, huh? What pretty 
little secrets do you have?” 


This is not happening. Kyle is not being pinned down by Eric for the second time in two 
days. 


“I can see it in your eyes, you know, you suck at hiding secrets, which is surprising, 
considering your species,” says Eric. “Wanna tell me, Kyle? Wanna tell me those secrets? I'll 
let you go if you do.” 


Eric presses closer. Kyle tries to recoil. The wall remains immovable behind him. 


“Of course you don’t wanna tell me.” Eric hums those words, pursing his lips afterward. His 
brows twitch upward, again, but this isn’t a believe me look. Kyle can’t place it before it 
disappears, narrowing into that smirk— and spreading into a grin. Cocky. The warmth is 
suffocating Kyle, the weight of Eric is taking up all of his personal space. “That’s fine, I don’t 
mind, that just makes this more fun... doesn’t it? Don’t you agree, Kyle? Guessing is more 
fun.” 


Eric swipes the pad of his thumb over Kyle’s bottom lip. In defense, Kyle lunges to bite 
Eric’s hand— but his teeth close on empty air. It’s a matter of instinct, really. If this were any 
other situation, Kyle wouldn’t do it, but he does. Eric has withdrawn his hand, holding it 
away for the safety of himself. Kyle shoots Eric a glare, unrelenting and as firm as he can 
manage. Eric doesn’t grope at Kyle anymore. He simply pins Kyle to the wall, his hands on 
Kyle’s shoulders. Kyle can manage this. 


“Oh, feisty, eh? The Jew bites, I see, I see...” A pause, minuscule. “So, what is it? Is it your 
mom?” 


Kyle can’t help it; his breath catches in his throat. Eric’s eyes brighten. 
“It’s your bitch mom,” Eric says. “She’s in the hospital, huh?” 


Kyle squirms. Eric pushes firmer into his shoulders, digging his forearms to lay them over 
Kyle’s chest and render him further motionless. Kyle gasps— but he’s fine, he can get out of 
this, easy. Any time he wants to. Just— not yet. 


Eric leans in, the heat of his breath dampening Kyle’s face. Heavily, Eric whispers, “She’s 
dying.” 


Kyle lets out a noise, something that escapes when he tries to breathe in. That weakness is 
enough to tell him it’s time to regain his control. With the rest from when he last attempted 
escape, Kyle has enough energy to try again. He squirms and thrashes until Eric lets go, 
though it feels entirely deliberate. As much as Kyle hates to admit it, Eric has the advantage 
of mass. And that’s what it is, really— a literal sense, Eric was letting go. There’s an 
imbalance. Kyle can sense it. It makes his legs shake. With one of those shaking legs, Kyle 
kicks Eric away. Eric backs up. 


Kyle scrabbles at the wall behind himself. He doesn’t know why, but with Eric no longer 
touching him, he feels better about being pressed against the wall. He’s okay with pinning 
himself to the wall. The cold, when alone and not juxtaposed by Eric’s unbearable presence, 
is comforting. 


“What the fuck,” says Kyle, “Did you do?” 
“Who’s to say I did something?” asks Eric. 


“There is no way you guessed all of that shit!” Kyle says. “That must mean you had 
something to do with this, you—” 


Kyle takes a sudden step forward, pointing with an accusing finger. 
“You!” Kyle says. “You did something! What did you do, Cartman?” 


No answer. No direct answer, no simple answer, nothing. Eric’s grin, already cheeky and 
secretive, shifts with a huff of prideful laughter. ““Wouldn’t you like to know?” 


Kyle’s attempts at keeping calm aren’t working. He borderline shouts, “Tell me!” 


“The details don’t matter,” Eric says. “As much as Pd Jove to tell you about them, Kyle, I’m 
afraid I really just don’t have the patience for it.” 


Eric shrugs. Kyle cringes. The cocky fuck, thinking he’s so high-and-mighty, thinking he’s so 
intelligent and mysterious. But he’s not. He’s disgusting. 


“All you need to know is, you can make her better,” Eric says. A barely-noticeable ounce of 
tension lifts from Kyle’s shoulders. A desperate relief, something he needs to grasp onto, 
something he needs to believe, or maybe, just maybe, it’s truth. And if it’s true... 


“How?” Kyle asks. That’s what Eric wants to hear. Kyle can see it in the way Eric perks up, 
dusting himself off ordinarily. 


“I want to play a little game with you, Kyle,” Eric replies. 
“What game?” 
“Do what I say.” 


Kyle narrows his eyes. “That,” he says, “is not a game.” 


“Oh, but of course it is!” Eric purses his lips much like he had earlier, stroking at a 
nonexistent beard. “Think of it like Simon Says, you see? Where I am Simon, and I say for 
you to do things, and if you do them, you’ll get a reward.” 


Silence. Kyle swallows. “A reward?” 


Eric hums a confirmation. “A reward,” he says. “With every task you complete, your mom 
will get a little bit better.” 


Eric takes a step forward. Kyle takes a step back. With just that small movement, Kyle’s back 
has returned to the wall. 


“But if you disobey me...” Eric trails off. “Well, we both know how she’s doing right now.” 


Eric takes another few steps, until he’s hardly a foot away, staring Kyle down like a mere 
obstacle. 


“What do you say, Kyle?” Eric asks. “Do what I say to save your mom, or let her die to save 
yourself?” 


Again, Eric has gotten too close. Kyle’s space is being encroached upon, making him 
struggle for breath, forcing him to grip the wall like a frightened animal, even though he 
assures himself with ease that he is not frightened. Kyle swallows, the saliva thick in his 
throat, tough to get down. Every inhale is careful, like one wrong move will mess this up. 


He will mess it all up. 


“PI do it,” Kyle whispers. He expects Eric to urge him to say it louder, to proclaim it to the 
world, but no such thing occurs. Instead, there is a shift. The atmosphere twitches, and Eric 
makes a satisfied noise. 


“Good,” says Eric. “The bitch will be better in no time.” 


“Don’t call her that,” Kyle says. Eric lifts his brows. Once again, not a believe me look. A 
controlling look. 


“Jeez, you forgot already? We play by my rules, now, Jew,” Eric says. Kyle replies with 
silence. Eric seems content with that. “Now, lets break you in a little, shall we?” 


The heartbeat returns to Kyle’s ears, his blood thundering through his veins. Eric comes 
forward, closing in. The space between them is essentially nonexistent and, no, no this isn’t 
happening for a third time. Kyle retaliates immediately, thrusting at Eric’s chest with his 
palms, using all of his strength. Eric stumbles backwards. 


Then the shock of it wears off, and Eric barks, “Bad boy.” 


Nausea threatens to double Kyle over, but he pushes it away. The term is disgusting. 
Disgusting, disgusting, disgusting, in every way, in every shape, in every form. Eric steps 
forward again. In a matter of seconds, Eric has his muddy paws on Kyle’s wrists, gripping 
them, harsh, bitingly. Kyle struggles, pushes, presses back against the wall to retreat. 


“Task one,” Eric announces, firm— newly firm, confidently firm, stupidly firm. Kyle shuts 
his eyes. “Do nothing.” 


Kyle’s eyes immediately shoot right back open. “What?” he asks. Eric shushes him. Eric lets 
go of Kyle’s wrists and starts to reach for Kyle’s hat. Kyle pushes Eric’s arms away. 


“Ah-ah-ah,” tuts Eric, squeezing Kyle’s wrists once, sharp. Punishment. This does not 
persuade Kyle to stop struggling. “Calm down, I’m not going to do anything, this is just a 
sample task, Jew— do nothing.” 


Kyle’s tongue is frozen, forcing him into silence, an unwilling participant in muteness. He 
decides to let Eric... try whatever this bullshit is, at least. If anything goes wrong, Kyle can 
kick Eric in the balls and run the fuck away. But he can’t make any moves towards it, just in 
case Eric catches on. Kyle can’t hint at the card up his sleeve— the only real card he has, at 
this point. 


For the second time, Eric lets go of Kyle’s wrists. He brings his hands up to Kyle’s hat, starts 
to pat the top of Kyle’s head, and— fucking hell. Kyle feels ridiculous. This is stupid. 


Eric pats his hands down the sides of Kyle’s face. This is stupid. 

Eric places gentler taps along the sides of Kyle’s neck. This is so stupid. 

Eric grips Kyle’s shoulders. This is unbelievably stupid. 

Eric slides his palms down the outsides of Kyle’s arms. This is the stupidest thing. 


Eric grabs Kyle’s hips. Kyle’s breath catches. He squeezes his eyes shut, tries to ignore it. He 
busies himself by picking his thumbnail along a crevice he manages to find in the wall behind 
him. Focus on that. It’s less stupid. 


Eric drags his hands down Kyle’s thighs, to his knees, down his calves, to his ankles... 
Mind over matter. 

Kyle breathes. 

Do it for Ma. 


Eric’s hands disappear. Time passes. One second, two seconds, ten seconds, a minute. More 
waiting. The discomfort radiates through Kyle’s body, until he gathers the strength to open 
his eyes. He is met with Eric’s face— drenched in a horrid believe me look— but he has 
taken a few steps away. A solid few steps away, actually. Eric is almost five feet away. Kyle 
feels like he can breathe a little easier, with the distance. 


“There,” Eric says, nodding. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” 
“It was awful,” Kyle says. Eric goes silent. 


Then, Eric reaffirms, “Yeah, it wasn’t so bad.” 


Kyle rolls his eyes, ridiculously offended by the way he just brushes this off. Eric turns away, 
brushing his palms off on his jacket, like he’s the one that feels gross after that. With the 
immediate danger gone, the adrenaline starts to force Kyle to shiver. The remnants of what 
has just happened make Kyle question his reality. He’s... he’s pretty sure he’s dreaming. 
Right? This didn’t happen. The bathroom blurs around him, dizzy. 


Confused. 
What... was that? 


“That’s all for now,” Eric says. He retrieves Kyle’s backpack from the floor and holds it out. 
Kyle... 


Can’t move? Like, he’s just... his muscles aren’t... he can’t really think straight. 
“Take it,” Eric says. Kyle doesn’t. Eric huffs. “You can move now, task’s over.” 


“Fuck you,” growls Kyle. Another silence. No one moves, for too long, until Eric relents. He 
drops the backpack. It falls onto the floor between them, collapsing weightily on its face. Eric 
huffs an exhale through his nose. 


“Whatever,” Eric says, standoffish. He waves in a dismissive gesture, shaking his head. His 
jaw tenses like Kyle angered him— and the only thing Kyle’s brain can come up with for that 
is Good. Let him be angry. Eric unlocks the bathroom door. “I was gonna let you chill for the 
rest of the day, but now I’m not so sure.” 


Eric waits, pausing before he exits. He grips the handle on the door, about to open it, but he’s 
waiting for something. Kyle’s eyes, wide, try to capture every movement. 


“Tf you tell anyone, she'll get worse,” Eric says. He flashes a smile over his shoulder— and 
fucking winks. “Game on, Jew.” 


Eric leaves. The door closes behind him, silence following him out, yet lingering in the 
spaces between Kyle’s bones. The cracks in the bathroom echo with it. He wants to say he 
knows what will happen. Kyle wants to say he’ll be able to predict the events of the future, 
wants to say this is all going to be inconsequential, anyway, because— really, Eric gets bored 
easily. He’ll probably forget before he has the chance to follow through with too much. 


Essentially, this will just be a waiting game. 


Kyle crouches and retrieves his backpack from the floor, brushing off the invisible dirt— the 
invisible germs. 


Fine. 
His skin is twisting, crawling with bugs, yet weirdly numb. 
But, fine. 


He’ll play Eric’s stupid little game and win. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Intermission II 


Chapter Summary 


Kyle doesn’t blame her, even though part of him wants to. 


He can’t. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Kyle turns his phone off and enters room 4268. 


The weight of the book cradled in his elbow is heavy enough for him to think. Logic comes 
in, for once in what feels like forever. He contemplates the things that don’t matter, maybe, or 
he thinks about what he could say when he gets the courage to speak. He won’t, though. Not 
today. Missus Marsh is sitting at Stan’s bedside. She isn’t doing much. She isn’t brushing his 
hair, or holding his hand, or touching him at all. She’s just sitting there, staring out the 
window. Kyle doesn’t blame her, even though part of him wants to. 


How could she ignore Stan? 


But he knows she isn’t ignoring him. She’s ignoring what happened. Thinking maybe if I just 
don t acknowledge it... 


Kyle doesn’t know if that’s particularly motherly. He doesn’t know if he cares. It’s too thick 
in the air for him to think about. He feels like he’s lost some part of himself. His brain isn’t 
working as efficiently as he’d like it to be. His eyes are open wide but they won’t see the way 
they used to. His mouth tastes like cotton and his stomach feels sick all the time. There are so 
many reasons for things that he doesn’t know if he can even compute them all, or break them 
into chunks so they can be rationalized. Every time he tries, he sees Stan, and his brain asks 
why? But he can’t answer it. He doesn’t know. 


In some ways, it’s funny. 


Kyle pulls a chair up to the bed, sitting at the opposite side as Missus Marsh. He’s shy about 
holding Stan’s hand, when she’s sitting right there. It feels wrong, like he doesn’t have 
permission, or like she’ll judge him or tell him to get the hell out, don t you know you did this 
to him? 


Dont you know he hates you? 


“Hello,” she greets. Her voice is quiet, brittle. Kyle doesn’t like the way it sounds, fragile like 
it’Il break at the slightest movement. It reinforces the idea that this isn’t going to end well. He 


can’t indulge in those thoughts. He sets the book down beside Stan, using the surface of the 
bed as a table for just a second as he settles. He taps the book, hesitant. 


“I just—” but his voice cuts off, breaking prematurely. He clears his throat, his face heating 
up in the awkwardness. “I came here directly from school, I’m sorry, I just— I have a book I 
need to finish, but I didn’t want to...” 


Kyle glances at Stan. When he looks back up, Missus Marsh is looking at Kyle. In his general 
direction, at least. She won’t meet his eyes, and neither will he meet hers. He doesn’t want to. 
He can’t. “That’s fine,” she says, the pause drowning amid the strange agreement. She seems 
to understand. For the sake of himself, Kyle hopes such a thing is true. He nods, and she 
nods, too. She sinks back into her gaze out the window, and Kyle flips to where he’d left off 
in the book. 


He can’t focus. He reads and rereads passages, hoping they’ Il process in his brain, hoping he 
can chew through the entire story in the time that he sits beside Stan, but he can’t. With every 
mention of blood, his brain gets a little dimmer. With every brunt image of murder, his heart 
wants to stop. With every word that passes, with every phrase that collects on the page, with 
every paragraph that glares up at him, he thinks of the letters under his bed. He thinks about 
the box of them, the lot of them, the seven he remembers and the seven he doesn’t, the 
dozens of attempts that didn’t go anywhere and the millions of characters he typed out on his 
computer in hopes of solidifying something less fleeting. 


He can’t. 


Kyle shuts the book and sets it aside. He doesn’t care anymore. He’ll fail the report, for all he 
cares. He’ll fail the assignment and fail the class. 


He takes Stan’s hand and holds it. 
Keeps it still. 


Waiting. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Forgetful Idiots 


Chapter Summary 


He forgot. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Kyle chooses to stay in the bathroom until the warning bell for first period rings. Even then, 
he is reluctant. It feels wrong to leave the bathroom, but at the same time, he can’t stay in 
here. He has to keep up his attendance to get a good grade to get a good job. That’s how the 
world works. That’s how the world has always worked, and he knows that. It’s just strange to 
think about, in light of this newfound confusion. Still a little shaky on his foundation, Kyle 
pulls his backpack over his shoulder and leaves. 


Maybe he gets a little too caught up in his mind, but he can’t help it. He stares at the pattern 
of the hallway as he walks, biting the tip of his tongue, small presses between his teeth, just 
enough to keep himself focused. 


In a matter of minutes— though it feels like seconds—, Kyle makes it to his first period 
class. He sits in his seat, tugs out his notebook and pencil. As much as he tries to push it out 
of his head, he can’t. He thinks about it all morning, all through first period and all through 
second. Third is when he pulls his head out of the clouds and enforces the stimuli around him 
to make sure he doesn’t over-think any of it. By the time lunch rolls around, he feels alright. 
He is not shaken, he is not frightened— he was never frightened, Eric has never frightened 
him— and he is able to think more clearly. The adrenaline is gone, nothing but a memory of 
what had happened that morning— and, honestly, he’s not bothered by it. 


Logic straps itself into his consciousness, reassures him automatically that everything is fine. 
In fact, everything is normal. Nothing happened. See? He’s fine. 


The cafeteria isn’t that crowded today, and for a second, Kyle wonders why that may be. 
Glancing around the lunch room, he takes a seat at their usual table. Quiet. That’s fine, he can 
handle quiet. He takes in the scenery, observes the students as they slowly filter in through 
the entrances to the commons area, chattering in their groups and laughing among 
themselves. His fingers work mindlessly at the zipper of his backpack, opening it without 
thinking about it. Essentially, he’s on autopilot. That’s how normal things are. That’s how 
routine everything is. He 5 on autopilot. 


His brain itches, like he’s hearing and seeing more things than he’s used to, but he pushes it 
away because it’s an inconsequential detail that doesn’t matter. Overreaction is not a part of 
his routine. And that’s what this is, remember? Routine. Eric’s stupid game will run its 


course, and his mom will be fine, and she’ Il get better and come home and he’ll go to college 
and get a good job and find a husb— 


—wife and have kids and continue the bloodline, or whatever the fuck people do nowadays. 


Stan enters the cafeteria. He’s holding hands with Wendy, talking to her about something and 
smiling. She’s smiling, too, and she says something back— Stan’s expression brightens, and 
Kyle can hear his laughter. Not physically, but mentally. He’s heard it enough times to know 
what it sounds like, the quiet intake of breath he always does beforehand, and the exhale of 
chuckles, the way his eyes always close halfway when he does it, the way his cheeks look 
brighter and his hair looks softer and his sweatshirt is unzipped today, revealing a tee-shirt, a 
pixel-pattern black and gray tee-shirt that Kyle has seen him wear a dozen times before. 


And Stan kisses Wendy on the cheek and they part ways, and then he’s walking closer. 


Kyle looks away, looks down, hopes Stan didn’t see him staring, praying, unholy, begging 
this uncomfortable tightness in his chest and stomach to go away. Kyle feels sick, nauseous 
and dizzy, like he just stepped off of a boat that was thrashing in waves or a rambunctious 
ocean but the feeling won’t go away. Seasick, maybe, he doesn’t know. He just knows that he 
can’t find his lunch. He swears it was in here this morning, wasn’t it? His mother had— 


He'd... 
He forgot. 


“Great,” huffs Kyle, throwing his hands into the air and dropping his backpack onto the floor 
below the lunch table. In a fit of stress, he laughs. He has to go through the lunch line now, 
doesn’t he? He has to eat the crap the school sells to kids, the disgusting shit that barely 
resembles meals, like some sort of microwave dish gone wrong and that, on top of everything 
else, is stressing Kyle out. That’s it. That’s all it is, he’s stressed. The thing that didn’t happen 
this morning, the game with Eric, last night with his mother, class after class after class of 
useless information that he doesn’t want to bother doing anything with, anyway, and now his 
stupid fucking lunch. 


He knows he’s making a big deal out of nothing, but it really does kind of feel like the end of 
the world. 


Kyle rests his head in his hands, not giving a damn about what he looks like. The nausea 
thickens in his stomach, making him feel like his insides are the very ocean he stepped off of. 
It aches, really. It certainly doesn’t make him want to eat anything. As strange as it sounds, 
Kyle kind of likes the thought of not eating. Just— skipping, one meal, even though it’s 
literally an awful idea. In fact, it is such an awful idea, that he makes the executive decision 
to stop thinking. He closes his eyes, and— 


“Hey, are you okay?” Stan asks, sliding into the seat directly across from Kyle. Immediately, 
Kyle perks up, opening his eyes to take in the sight of his friend. As stupid as it might sound, 
having Stan nearby is enough to help him feel better. It feels good, like attention that soaks 
into every crack of Kyle’s body, something that warms him up and makes him happy. 


“Yeah,” Kyle says, smiling— and it isn’t a lie. Stan’s the sun, Kyle muses. And maybe, just 
in the reference of the metaphor, Kyle is a plant, and everything Kyle needs is within the 
existence of Stan as a person. It sounds absolutely ridiculous, the more Kyle thinks about it. 
A slippery slope of something scary, especially with just how comfortable it is, warm and 
bright in his chest like something precious. Kyle watches Stan dig around in his backpack. 


“So, look, I saw your text this morning,” Stan says, pulling out a bag lunch. He sets it on the 
table, beginning to open it. “And, y’know, I know how you can get, sometimes? With stress 
and all that, and since midterms are kind of right around the corner, I wanted to...” 


Stan trails off, looking a little awkward as he pulls out a sandwich wrapped in plastic wrap. 
Kyle’s eyes widen when Stan slides the sandwich across the table. It stops halfway, sitting 
between them, up for grabs. 


“Well, I mean, I know when you get panicky you forget things, and I wanted to make sure 
that you had... a lunch,” Stan says. “And I know you don’t like the school lunch? So, I... 
made you one.” 


Kyle glances up at Stan. Speechless, he can’t even make noise. Stan has never done this 
before. This is new, and Kyle genuinely doesn’t know how to manage, he’s... “You didn’t 
have to do that,” Kyle says, instinctively trying to slide the sandwich back towards Stan, but 
Stan stops him. Their hands touch, making contact over the sandwich. “Stan—” 


“No, dude, I—” Stan stumbles over his words before stopping, pressing his lips together and 
furrowing his brows in thought. “I see you don’t have a lunch, and I just want to— uh, help 
out.” 


Fuck. Stan is going to be the death of Kyle. For a second, he holds his own, maintaining eye 
contact even past the thresholded limits he’d thought he had. Eventually, he reaches the end 
of the amount he can bear, and he looks away. The plastic wrap glitters under the bright 
fluorescence of the cafeteria lights, making it feel a little more unreal than it probably should. 
Finally, Kyle nods, a minuscule motion that he thinks Stan might not notice, but then Stan 
pulls his hand away and they’re not touching anymore (and Kyle wants to reach out to hold 
his hand, that’s all he wants). To keep from embarrassing himself, Kyle pulls the sandwich 
closer and says, “Christ, if I didn’t know better, I’d ask if you were flirting.” 


Stan laughs, pulling a second sandwich out of his bag. “Flirting? With a sandwich? C’mon, 
Kyle, we both know I wouldn’t stoop low enough to flirt with a sandwich.” 


“Right,” says Kyle, picking at the plastic wrap. “You’re more of the ‘spell out a proposal with 
Jello cups' kind of guy.” 


“I like to think I’d get a job at a fortune cookie factory just to propose to someone,” Stan 
replies. He pulls the plastic wrap off of his own sandwich and takes a bite, chewing 
thoughtfully on it. Kyle rolls his eyes in jest, finally pulling enough of the wrap off of the 
sandwich to take a bite of his own. “Y’ know, if they liked Chinese food, that is, because 
some people aren’t fans of it, which I don’t understand, but... whatever, I guess, people have 
preferences, it’s like sex—” 


“Okay, Kenny,” Kyle interrupts, giving Stan a look. Stan’s cheeks go pink. 


“I— did I say sex?” he asks, eyes wide. Kyle just deepens the look, quirking a brow. Stan 
slouches, setting his sandwich down and pinching the bridge of his nose with one hand. After 
a beat, Stan groans. “I didn’t mean to say sex, oh my god...” 


“Oh, yeah?” says Kyle. “What'd you mean to say?” 


“Well, I was going to say alcohol, but then I thought about...” Stan trails off, dropping his 
hand. Kyle catches Stan staring at him, and it makes his face heat up. His ears start to burn 
again, and without thinking about it, Kyle fidgets with the sandwich. He pulls some of the 
crust off of the side of the bread. Stan clears his throat, shaking his head. “I— I mean, I saw 
Wendy— uh...” 


That hits Kyle in the chest, forcing the breath out of his lungs. It hurts like an arrow, an 
impact he wasn’t prepared for. Stan is no longer looking at him. Instead, he’s turned away, 
looking around at the cafeteria that surrounds them. Kyle picks at the crust a bit more 
vigorously, less interested in the details of whatever Stan may have been quote end quote 
‘thinking about’. Or, apparently more accurately, seeing. “Whatever,” Kyle says, forcing it to 
sound lighthearted. He’s pretty sure Stan can tell the difference in the tone, though. Things 
feel stiff. “Why alcohol?” 


Stan is quiet for a long time. “What do you mean?” 


“You said you were going to say alcohol,” Kyle replies. “So, why alcohol? Why not ice 
cream? Or soda? Or shade of blue?” 


Kyle knows it’s unfair, but he looks up at Stan, narrowing his eyes in a glare. Stan’s 
expression is red, though assuredly, it’s deepened from embarrassment, and not from being 
flustered. That normal face of confusion is more tense, though still vaguely puzzled. Wide- 
eyed, deer-in-the-headlights. “I...” Stan swallows. “Kyle, c’mon, I’m clean.” 


“I believe you,” Kyle says. He cringes at how bitter his own voice is. His stomach churns, 
making him regret eating. The nausea is back, squirming in through the cracks Kyle thought 
he’d forgotten. “I just don’t understand why that’s the first thing to come to mind, after 
however long—” 


“Four years,” Stan mumbles, like that makes it better somehow, like he’s trying to inject his 
success over the fear of his failure. Bitter thoughts start to break in, marring the niceness that 
Kyle had been thoroughly enjoying thus far. His instinct isn’t anger. It’s not anger, it’s not 
anger, its not. His instinct is to drop his sandwich and pull Stan into a hug and not let go until 
Kyle knows for an undeniable fact that he’s safe, but he can’t do that. Kyle cannot do that, 
because friends don t do that. Isn’t that right? 


So, just as Stan injects his success over the fear, Kyle injects his anger over the truth. 
“Because that makes it okay,” he snaps. Stan’s eyes are still wide. The redness of his cheeks 
starts to turn into a pallor. “Just how true is ‘once an alcoholic, always an alcoholic’?” 


Pause. Kyle didn’t mean to say that. 


Stan wheezes. Kyle’s expression immediately softens. 


“T can’t...” Stan says, his voice hardly coming out above a whisper. He goes through the 
motion of drawing in a deep breath, but it catches somewhere. He tries to clear his throat, but 
that doesn’t work very well, either. He pulls up his backpack. “Look, okay, I— I can’t do that 
right now, I’m sorry, I just—” 


Stan searches through the pockets of his backpack, but comes up dry on whatever he’s 
searching for. Kyle guesses he’s looking for his inhaler. Oh fuck. Kyle fucked up. Kyle 
seriously fucked up. “Stan, I’m so sorry,” Kyle says. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean—” 


“Please stop,” Stan says. Kyle shuts up. Stan tries for another deep breath, but Kyle can see 
the way he struggles for it. Stan laughs, quiet. “I forgot my fucking inhaler at home, great.” 


There’s a moment of stillness, where Stan simply works on taking in breaths. Until, 
eventually, there is that telltale cough, dry, a precursor. Stan knows it just as well as Kyle 
does, and immediately, Stan stands up, dropping his backpack in his chair to save the seat. 


“Wendy has my spare, I’Il be back,” Stan says. Kyle opens his mouth to speak, but Stan 
shakes his head, and Kyle is rendered mute. “It’s fine, it’s not your fault, P’ I be back, I just 
can’t handle that, fuck, sorry, I can’t.” 


Stan leaves, running his fingers through his hair in what Kyle can only assume is an attempt 
at self-soothing. Now alone, the guilt creeps up on Kyle and tries to swallow him whole. 
Whatever nausea he’d had before has now doubled, forcing him to feel like he’s minutes 
away from needing to rush to the bathroom to vomit. For a moment, he simply watches, 
observes Stan as he crosses the cafeteria to where Wendy sits with the rest of the 
cheerleaders. Kyle watches Stan get there, and he watches Stan tap her politely on the 
shoulder, and he watches as the seconds tick by and Wendy hops up, and then they leave the 
cafeteria through the entrance. 


Kyle did that. 
Stan would be better off if Kyle just... 


Normally, Kyle would push the thought away, but for now, he lets himself feel it. He wraps 
his sandwich back up in the wrap, putting it into his backpack just in case he needs it later. 
The trembling from earlier is back with a vengeance, though the cause is different. The cause 
this time is actually his fault. Kyle is such an idiot. Kyle pushed a boundary he Anew Stan had 
issues with, but he still pushed it. Kyle knows better than that. 


Kyle pulls his notebook out of his backpack, jots down a quick note, and leaves it in Stan’s 
backpack, which was left behind. 


Stan, 
Thanks for the sandwich. You don’t know how much I needed that. 
- your super-best-friend, Kyle 


Kyle dismisses himself to the bathroom. 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted on wednesday, april 24th 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


Two Minus 


Chapter Summary 


That text wasn’t worth checking. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


It’s in the middle of AP Chem that Kyle receives a text. His first instinct, of course, is beyond 
terrifying. The idea that something has gone wrong at the hospital, that his mom has—... that 
something happened, and Dad is sending him a message to let him know he’s going to be 
picked up early, or something, and— there’s a second buzz. Fuck, another one, fuck. The idea 
of leaving the texts for later is an impossible one. His fear surmounts his ingrained sense of 
following the rules, and even though this means breaking the first rule of the class, he doesn’t 
give a single fuck. As discretely as possible, Kyle pulls his phone out of his pocket and 
unlocks it, glancing down only when he needs to. 


Fatass 


Today 1:25 PM 
NEW TASK!!! 


Text back 


Everything rushes out of Kyle. All of the tension in his muscles, all of the fear in his heart, all 
of the utter panic he’d started to feel like something physical— it dissipates in a snap. He 
glances up at Eric, who sits directly across from him. And he’s grinning, this smug little shit- 
eating grin. Kyle glares, tempted to say fuck it and ignore Eric completely. He can’t, though. 
There’s still that tiny voice in the back of his head that tells him, on the off chance that Eric 
really did do something, that he cannot take any risks. Kyle decides to disobey in a different 
way. 


Fatass 


Today 1:27 
Fuck you. 


Kyle hits send and looks up, his glare hardening. He watches as Eric pulls his phone out, 
having zero regard for the teacher, Miss James, possibly looking over and seeing. Eric purses 
his lips at the message, apparently unsure of the contents of it. Maybe it’s stupid, but Kyle 


feels like that’s a victory on his part. Loopholes are such lovely things. He has a newfound 
respect for them. Next time Ike manages to find one, he won’t be mad. He’ll laugh, because 
in a way, he gets it. 


Eric taps out another message on his phone, blatant as he does so with his hands and phone 
out in front of him, above the table. It’s casual, and for a moment, Kyle’s glare hardens. How 
is Eric getting away with this bullshit? This doesn’t make any fucking sense. One glance over 
Eric’s shoulder reveals the answer, though. Eric has his back facing the front of the room. 
Kyle, on the other hand, faces the front properly. The width of Eric’s shoulders and the mass 
of his body must block any obvious view of what he’s doing. 


Eric sends the text. Kyle’s phone buzzes. 


Fatass 


Today 1:28 
JOKES ON JEW, KYLE, You still Answered >:0) haHa see what I Did There? 


That text wasn’t worth checking. At all. Kyle rolls his eyes and shoves his phone back into 
his pocket— just in time for it to buzz again. This time, Kyle doesn’t check it. He doesn’t 
care if it’s another “task” from Eric. He doesn’t care if it’s some stupid rule or edit to the 
conditions. This is an elective class that Kyle is taking so he can get better credit for college 
and bump up his GPA. He can’t slack off, and he certainly won’t do it voluntarily without 
significant reason to. He turns his attention back to the lecture, although he already knows 
this stuff like the back of his hand. He took regular chemistry already. AP Chem is no sweat. 
He’s done this shit. 


So, maybe, that’s what pushes Kyle into checking his phone again. Maybe it’s because he 
knows all this stuff, and he knows he knows all this stuff. Maybe it’s because he could do this 
with his eyes closed, backwards, in the dark, because it certainly isn t because Eric is staring 
at him like that. It has nothing to do with Eric. It’s a completely voluntary decision that Kyle 
makes because he has the ability to choose for himself what he wants to do with his time. 
Kyle swallows and checks the text. 


Fatass 


Today 1:29 
Next task!!!: Take it. 


Kyle furrows his brows, checking the message history with him and Eric to make sure he 
isn’t missing anything. Take what? There’s no explanation of what “it” is anywhere. Pursing 
his lip, Kyle moves to put his phone away— 


And almost drops it when Eric kicks his leg under the table. Hard. 


Kyle tightens his grip on his phone, making sure he has a solid grasp on it so he won’t drop it 
and give away the fact that he’d taken it out in the first place. He glances at Miss James, like 


she knows something about this, but it’s obvious she doesn’t. She’s still talking, avid about 
the concept of VnTP tables, explaining quickly and efficiently the elaborate process of 
multiplication and division and Eric kicks him again. 


With a quiet intake of breath, Kyle closes his eyes and comes to the abrupt conclusion that 
this is what Eric meant. This is the “it” that had previously gone uncertain, mysterious under 
the guise of an ambiguous pronoun. Whatever. The kicks are fine, Kyle can manage. He’s 
dealt with worse— much worse, significantly worse. He pockets his phone and grabs his 
pencil, resuming his previous note-taking. Eric kicks him for a third time. It’s not nearly as 
hard this time. Or, maybe Kyle has already gotten used to the ache. It’s firm and lingering, 
but not nearly as awful as Kyle thought Eric’s tasks could be. In fact, this is really quite 
juvenile. If these are the types of things Kyle will have to put up with in order to save his 
mother (again, under the hypothetical that Eric is, in fact, involved), this’1l be a piece of cake. 
The most this will be is a minor annoyance. An irritant to the skin, rather than a blade to the 
vein. He can manage it. 


Miss James moves on from VnTP tables, quickly chalking up the review to the basic of we ’re 
doing this later this week. For now, apparently, they’ll be revisiting covalent bonds and 
chemical reactions, and balancing equations. Some wonderful things that Kyle finds— 
admittedly— significantly easier than VnTP tables. 


Eric has started to kick him more rhythmically at this point, tapping his leg bluntly at least 
once every second. Kyle knows he’ll stop when he gets tired. That’s how it works. Eric will 
bore himself, because Kyle isn’t going to react. This is fine. Another kick, a little softer, and 
Kyle knows he’s correct in the assumption. Miss James tells the class that theyll be working 
at their tables, and within a matter of seconds, Eric ceases the kicks. See? He became bored 
and gave up. Thus is the monotony of such a mundane task. 


Miss James hands out the worksheets that they’re supposed to work on as a table, and as soon 
as Kyle’s table receives them, he passes them out. One to Butters, who sits directly next to 
him, one to Clyde, who sits across from Butters, and one reluctant shove of a paper leaflet at 
Eric. The force with which Kyle threw the paper at Eric catches the attention of Butters, who 
chuckles like it’s funny. In some ways, Kyle supposes it is. It certainly must be amusing to 
outsiders, huh? 


Kyle sits back in his seat and starts to work, piping in to answer anyone who has questions, 
though they rarely do. They’re the table who knows how to do shit right. In many ways, 
they’re a bit infamous for that. People from other tables sometimes ask them for clarification 
— particularly Clyde or Butters. Clyde may not look it, but he certainly knows his shit. He’s 
not great with the numbers part of things, but he can figure his way around element charges 
and equation balancing like a master. Butters is the best in the class with numbers, though. 
He’s basically the human calculator. 


“Uh oh,” Clyde voices. He’s always rather loud when he finds something he can’t magic his 
way through. He perks up like a prairie dog, eyes wide and mouth slightly pursed. He starts 
to tap on the surface of the table with the hand not holding his pencil. “Guys, quick, I need 
the molar mass of oxygen!” 


Kyle opens his mouth to respond, as this is something he knows well, but he’s startled out of 
his coherency by a particularly sharp, harsh pain on his leg. Fuck. Kyle squeezes his eyes 
shut, pressing his lips together into a tight line as he pushes away the urge to vocalize his 
surprise. Eric just kicked him again, and this time, it was much harder than he’d been doing 
before. That hurt. Almost certainly, it will leave a bruise. Kyle isn’t thrilled for that. He isn’t 
thrilled at all. 


“Fifteen point nine nine!” Butters says, sing-song and borderline lyrical. He continues to 
work on his own worksheet. He has the paper tilted slightly to the right so he can see it better. 
At the response, Clyde snaps his fingers in appreciation, pointing at Butters with both hands. 


“You're the man, Stan!” Clyde says, quickly going back to the problem he was having issues 
with. 


All Butters says to that is a soft, happy, barely audible, “My name is Leo.” 


Kyle glances at Eric. The smug expression is back, but he isn’t directly looking at Kyle 
anymore. He’s staring at his own worksheet, doodling on the edges to make it look like he’s 
actually doing shit. With anger threatening to bubble up from his chest, Kyle resumes his 
work. Whatever. That was probably it— and if it wasn’t, Kyle can handle it. The pain has 
faded, more or less, and although there’s still a soft ache that pats from his muscle, he has no 
issues with Eric kicking him again. Technically, at least. It’s still tame. Manageable. 


It’s only a matter of time before Clyde finds another issue, though. 
“Shit!” he says, gasping dramatically. Kyle sighs. 


“What is it?” he asks, looking at Clyde. Clyde has a hand on top of his head, apparently 
trying to think. 


“Aw, man, what the hell is the symbol for sulfate?” 

Kyle furrows his brows. “Dude, where’s your equation sheet?” 

“T forgot it at home,” Clyde whines. “It was right on my desk, I swear I was gonna grab it!” 
“Okay, okay, wow, calm down,” Kyle says. “It’s S-O—” 


Eric kicks him again. Kyle has to actively bite back a grunt, his face scrunching up in pain 
without him giving it express permission to do so. Once he recovers and opens his eyes, the 
embarrassment starts to leak through. Clyde is staring at him, this confused expression on his 
face. “Dude,” Clyde says, frowning. “Are you all good, there, bro?” 


“I’m fine,” bites Kyle. “It’s S-O subscript four, by the way.” 


Theres a second of silence. Kyle ignores it, decides it doesn’t matter, tries to think of a way 
out of the awkwardness he’d just pushed into the situation. He hopes Clyde will leave it be, 
but that’s wishful thinking. The look of confusion turns to one of skepticism. Clyde asks a 
question he should know the answer to. “What’s the charge of sulfate?” 


Kyle shoots Eric a glare. A don t you dare glare. Eric holds his hands up, feigning innocence. 
Clyde glances over. Kyle begins, “Negative t—” but that’s all he gets out, before Eric kicks 
him again. The soft ache starts to turn into a more moderate wave. The repetitive trauma of 
the same spot isn’t good for his shin. Kyle pulls his legs back, scooting back a bit in his chair. 
Trying to, at least. Eric hooks his ankle around one of the front legs of Kyle’s chair, holding 
him in place. A silent command to stay right where he is. Kyle takes a deep breath and scoots 
back in. His face is warm as he corrects, “Negative two.” 


“Oh,” Clyde says. And that’s it, for a while. A relief, a respite, a tiny break. But then the 
continuation of never-ending questioning picks back up. This is like an experiment for him, it 
must be, that’s the only logical explanation. Why else would Clyde be looking at him like 
that, and why else would he be asking so many questions to see the reaction? A tiny part of 
Kyle tells him that Clyde knows something. That, maybe, just maybe, Clyde is in on it. That 
Clyde is getting some sick humor out of this. Kyle’s stomach does a flip. “What’s the charge 
of Oxygen?” 


Kyle is anticipating a different question— no, he’s anticipating the kick, and anticipating the 
pain, anticipating the undeniable hurt that comes with answering correctly. It’s strange, but 
he’s almost certain, that if he answers wrong, Eric won’t kick him. But that’s a lie. A fairy- 
tale, something to explain away the reason he gives the wrong answer. “Six,” Kyle whispers, 
and fails to bite back the split-second whimper that Eric forces out of him with a series of 
kicks to his leg. After a second of processing, breathing through the pain that lingers in his 
shin, thrumming up his leg and keeping him stiff, he realizes that he gave a very wrong 
answer. It’s not six, it’s— 


“Negative two,” Clyde says. He furrows his brows and narrows his eyes, glancing between 
Kyle and Eric. Kyle turns his gaze down for a second, trying to sink into the chair or 
something. He was so certain he’d get through this without any issues. He was certain he 
could be better than to react to Eric’s prodding. Suddenly, Clyde leans in, whispering, “Are 
you two doing the gay stuff?” 


Immediately, Eric bursts into laughter, doubling over the table and resting his forehead 
against the surface of it. Kyle’s face heats further, his cheeks pounding the warmth in an 
uncomfortable rhythm that matches the beat of his heart. The pressure builds in his chest until 
he can’t hold it back anymore, hissing, “I’m not gay.” 


“<The gay stuff!” Eric is wheezing under his breath, slapping the table with his palm. “‘The 
gay stuff’?! Oh my god, you guys, I’m seriously!” 


This isn’t happening. It isn’t happening, it isn’t happening, it isn t. Kyle grips the main body 
of his pencil, scraping his fingernail against the paint until it sheds off, revealing the pale 
wood beneath. His brain tells him to look at Clyde, because he can feel him staring, but the 
embarrassment is too much. Kyle can’t look up— no, he won ¢ look up. He tries to ignore 
everything around him, simply thankful that the rest of the class is too involved in their own 
bullshit to notice the issues at their table. It feels like his brain isn’t working, though, and as 
Kyle tries to connect the dots on the next chemical equation, he finds that he can’t. The 
symbols that used to make so much sense no longer process. They’ re just lines, blurring 
around the edges and burning into his eyes until he needs to close them. 


Eric kicks him again. He numbs himself to it, bites the inside of his cheek, tears at the thin 
layer of skin, tries to override the feeling. He pulls his leg back, but Eric steps on his foot. 
The instinct to kick back hits him hard and sudden, but he doesn’t acquiesce to it. It’s 
tempting, almost violently so, but he can’t. The fear is still there— and with the instinct of 
fear overrides the instinct to fight back. A few kicks later, Kyle opens his eyes. Eric is 
looking at him, leaning forward just enough to reach. The rest of his posture is relaxed, his 
hands folded in front of him like a pathetically stereotypical evil villain. It’s such a simple 
thing. 


And yet it makes Kyle feel... 
a little helpless? 
Lost. 


He wonders how Mom is feeling right now. She’s certainly hurting more than he is. He 
cannot complain. He refuses to. 


Kyle swallows, straightens up in his chair, and tries to go back to work. 


“But maybe we are, huh?” Eric says, his hushed tone cutting in suddenly. Kyle doesn’t react. 
He stares at the unbalanced equation before him, the black letters on the colored paper, the 
dark lead on the pale background, the contours and the shapes, and the kick to his shin hurts. 
“Maybe we are doing the gay stuff.” 


“We’re not,” Kyle says, firm. He does not look up at Eric. 
“Maybe we’re playing a game,” Eric hums, resting his chin in his palm. Kick, kick, kick. 
Stupid idiot fuckhead. “Maybe we’re playing footsie under the table, or maybe I have a 


vibrator in your ass.” 


All of the breath rushes out of Kyle’s lungs from shock of the words. Quickly, his airways 
refill with anger. Kyle growls, “That’s the most disgusting—” 


“Maybe I’m in control,” Eric interrupts. “Maybe I have the switch, or maybe it’s mental... 
maybe you’re mine, hmm?” 


“You sick—” 


“Don’t talk back to me,” Eric quips, firm in his tone. Kyle opens his mouth to protest, but he 
doesn’t have the energy. “Be a good boy and PI be a good master.” 


Kick, kick, kick— why, at this point, does Kyle fight back? It comes up with no positive 
results, it’s only beating him down further, ruining the positive image he thought he’d had of 
himself— kick, kick, kick— but he will not give up, he will not give in, he is stronger than 
this, and Eric will not win this sick “game”. He will not. Kyle says, “Shove it up your ass.” 


Smug, Eric replies, “It’s already up yours.” 


“Eric,” Butters says, finally piping up from his spot beside Kyle. The unexpectedness of it 
forces Kyle to flinch, almost dropping his pencil on the floor in the process. He’d forgotten 
that there were other people here. For a moment, it’d just been Eric and himself, facing off in 
a silent battle, staring each other down and waiting for the loser to claim the failure. But no 
one had budged, and thus the referee pitched in. Butters. The kicks soften. They keep 
coming, but they soften. Kyle exhales. He glances at Clyde, whose expression has gone tight, 
disturbed. 


“What do you want, Butters?” Eric asks. Butters smiles brightly. 


“Stop kicking Kyle under the table, please,” he says, sweet, almost saccharine. He picks up 
his worksheet and flips it around, displaying it to Eric. Butters points to his writing, which 
has wavered in places. “You’re messing up my penmanship.” 


For some reason— 
For some fucking reason— 


Eric obeys Butters without any protest. 


Chapter End Notes 


surprise update! 
still another planned for tomorrow, too. :) 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


Ice Valley 


Chapter Summary 


It dulls the hurt. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Dealing with an aching leg for the rest of the school day is unfavorable, to say the least. Stack 
that on top of the fact that Kyle feels strangely absent, and there’s an efficient recipe for 
disaster. As strange as it is, however, the rest of the day is silent. Eric doesn’t text him, nor do 
they run into each other in the hallway or anywhere else they might run risk of meeting. 
Kyle’s brain keeps on the lookout. It forces his eyes open, even when they’re so unbelievably 
tempted to close. It makes him glance up at the noises he usually wouldn’t notice. The colors 
of the items around him burn into his memory. He latches onto the image of the white board 
in his final period class. He stares at the red marker. He stares at it like that’ Il fix the weird 
disconnect forming in his mind. By the time the final bell rings, fatigue is so intimately 
interlocked with the tangles of his mind, that he hardly has the energy to gather himself and 
start the walk home. 


Every step fills his leg with a rush of something tender and unpleasant. It’s like he can 
physically feel the blood pooling, collecting to form the bruises he knows are there, being 
created under the skin. He hates the imagery of it. It makes him cringe, but he can’t really 
stop thinking about it. A weird masochism, maybe. He doesn’t really know. How lame is 
that? 


He intends to walk home alone, but it doesn’t work that way. He pushes the front door of the 
school open and immediately finds Stan leaning against a tree. Kyle tries to ignore him, to 
pretend he doesn’t see him, but Stan isn’t going to let him off that easy. He never does. Stan’s 
like that. He’s a lost puppy, sometimes, just waiting to follow people around, happy when he 
can occupy the company of someone else and not be a burden in the process. Kyle thinks it’s 
cute. It makes him smile. Stan pushes off of the tree and starts heading over, waving as he 
does. Kyle waves back, but doesn’t stop walking. That’s okay, though, isn’t it? Because Stan 
will follow no matter what. Stan proves the point by jogging up the rest of the way, not 
slowing until he can walk beside Kyle, clapping a hand on his shoulder. 


“Hey, dude,” Stan says, this soft grin on his face that parts his lips and shows his teeth, the 
soft pink of his gums, the inside of his mouth... Kyle knows what it feels like. He knows 
what Stan’s tongue feels like. It’s not as soft as it looks. It’s rough, kind of like a cat, but in a 
good way, and— Kyle needs to stop thinking about that. He really needs to stop thinking 
about that. 


“Hey,” Kyle says. “What’s up?” 
“Not a lot,” Stan replies. “And yourself?” 


So proper. Kyle rolls his eyes. “Everything’s really boring on my end,” he says, hoping that if 
he’s casual enough, it’1l come true. Things don’t work that way, though, do they? It’s 
unfortunate. It’d be really convenient if things could go away with just a hope. He and Stan 
push through a group of freshman, giving them glares for taking up the entirety of the end of 
the sidewalk. The freshmen, of course, don’t notice the intrusion whatsoever. Typical. Kyle 
and Stan continue on, marching slowly down the path that takes them home. The soles of 
their shoes crunch against the pebbles and dirt that have been kicked up, and mush in the 
lingering remnants of snow. It’s trying to melt again, but it’s likely that the season won’t let 

it. It’1l snow again soon, assuredly, bastardizing the work that the water has tried so hard to 
achieve. 


“You’re limping,” Stan says. 

“Youre hallucinating,” Kyle says, not looking up. 
Stan doesn’t respond to that. 

And maybe Kyle is grateful for that. 


Step. Step. Step. Every maneuver onto his leg forces him to think about walking straighter, 
walking taller, walking normally. It’s harder than it seems. Every time he tries to apply his 
full weight, he has to close his eyes. He thinks, maybe, he should just bear that pain. Maybe it 
would teach him a lesson, or maybe it would help make him stronger. The logic behind it 
doesn’t make sense, certainly, but that’s never stopped him before, has it? 


Kyle’s head hurts. He needs to stop thinking. 


His hand brushes Stan’s, maybe halfway into their walk. Kyle’s fingers itch to hold it, to lace 
their fingers together, to memorize the feeling of Stan’s skin and grasp, to feel the way it’s so 
warm against his own and understand the way Stan works to a deeper level. Thoughts start to 
surface. Of the other day, of when Stan wrapped his arm around Kyle’s waist, of when Stan 
kissed him and mouthed at his stomach. Something sparks, and Kyle shoves his hands into 
his pockets to push it away. Stan has a girlfriend. Stan has made it abundantly clear that he 
still loves Wendy, and Kyle doesn’t want to get in the way of that. It hurts to see Stan with 
someone else, though, and the minute he takes his eyes away from the sidewalk to glance at 
Stan, he finds himself falling down a rabbit hole of urge. He doesn’t even know what he 
wants, anymore, there’s just this physiological, automatic need that swarms in his blood. This 
I need I need I need that won’t stop thrumming. His lungs itch to take in heavy air, to feel the 
weightlessness of marijuana and sink into the heaviness of the calm, to stare at a wall and 
imagine nothing while wasting time, just to get through it. 


Weed would help, right? It always helps. It always blanks Kyle’s mind, forces away the 
improper, immodest, lurid temptations. It dulls the hurt. Maybe it’d help his leg. 


Stan always kisses him when they get high. 


“So,” Kyle begins, nervous in every sense of the term. Stan perks up, brows raised, receptive. 
Kyle knows the answer before he even asks the question, but he can’t stop the words from 
tumbling out anyway. It’s... weird, this... something, that refuses to let him have real control 
even though he’s making these decisions. A creeping, distorted, distant... quiet. He chuckles, 
because that makes it seem less important than it really is. “I don’t suppose I could talk you 
into a weed session tonight?” 


Stan laughs, too, picking up the lighthearted tone where Kyle leaves it. “Sorry, dude,” Stan 
says, shaking his head. “I got shit to do tonight, pharmacy and stuff... you know the deal.” 


Kyle does know the deal. He’s been there since the start of that deal, the one with the refills 
and the prescriptions just to keep Stan from going off the deep end again. “Don’t worry about 
it,” he says, shrugging, trying to push it off, even though the disappointment physically hurts. 
It’s an escape he needed. It’s something that he’s worried to go without. Not afraid, not 
panicked, not upset, just... a little nervous. Jittery, maybe— if you want to stretch it, of 
course, because Kyle can deal with his shit without the crutch of something external. He does 
it all the time. He’s done it since he was a kid. He’s able to compartmentalize and process and 
deal with his shit, healthily, on his own. 


So why is he bothered by this? 


Stan sniffs. Kyle is reminded of the cold air. He’s reminded of the airways. “Hey,” Kyle says, 
keeping his tone soft. He looks over at Stan, who looks back at him, a soft acknowledgment 
on his face. Kyle swallows. “Do you— uh, have your inhaler, or whatever?” 


Stan’s brows twitch downward. “Yeah, I got it back from Wendy,” he says. “Why?” 
“I just wanted to make sure,” Kyle says. “Look, okay, about earlier...” 
“Kyle—” begins Stan, but Kyle shakes his head quickly. 


“No, I’m serious, okay? Let me talk for a second, please,” Kyle says. “I just wanted to 
apologize, I was seriously out of line, and—” 


“Okay, okay,” Stan says, cutting Kyle off. He’s quick, almost snappish, and it throws Kyle for 
a bit of a loop. For a second, the moment is palpable. Stan is holding his breath. Kyle can tell, 
based on the quiet. Stan exhales. “I’m sorry, I just can’t do that right now, okay? I didn’t—” 


Quiet again. Stan runs his fingers through his hair, another repetition of the self-soothing 
behavior. Kyle remembers it from the lunchroom. 


“Look, I didn’t—” but Stan cuts off again. Kyle waits, patient and silent, listening. Stan 
finally mutters, “I wasn’t able to take my medication today, okay? That’s why I’m busy 
tonight, man, and I hate it, but I can’t— like, talk about that shit right now, it makes me freak, 
I don’t want to—” 


Silence. Kyle’s leg shoots a particularly painful throb through him. He ignores it, and finally 
stops trying to avoid the limp. He was probably failing, anyway. 


“I don’t want to lose control,” Stan says. “Not again, and I can’t be sure I won’t if we keep 
talking about it, okay? We can talk when I take my next dose but right now is really not a 
good time if you don’t want me to flip my shit.” 


Stan looks over. His eyes are soft, a little damp, but not from sadness. From something else. 
Kyle has seen it before, but he hasn’t seen it in a while. He doesn’t remember what the name 
of that emotion is. 


“Okay?” Stan whispers the word. Kyle frowns. 
“Okay,” he says. Stan breathes a sigh of relief. 


“Okay,” he repeats. He turns away, ignoring Kyle’s gaze. “I’m gonna forget this conversation 
happened, okay? For the sake of my stupid sanity.” 


And Stan laughs at that. Kyle smiles, but doesn’t make a noise. 


His vocal cords, strained with the effort of trying to keep himself calm, refuse to work for the 
rest of the walk. Stan’s house comes up quickly, and their goodbye is virtually nonexistent. 
It’s a minuscule wave, really, something that could be missed if not for the activeness with 
which Kyle is searching for it, for something to latch onto and remember and feel for the rest 
of the night, just something to keep him company in the dark of his bedroom, or the cold of 
the car if they go visit Mom tonight, or to fill the air with something other than stale oxygen. 


Kyle unlocks the front door and steps in, shedding his backpack and shrugging off his coat 
with a particular malaise. He goes to kick the door shut behind him, but stops short, wary of 
the fact that he only has one good leg. It stings, now, a brisk grasp of the limb is heating the 
skin. He pushes the door shut with his elbow, instead, locking it as quietly as possible. He 
takes a step towards the kitchen. 


Stops short. 
Glances at his shoes and backpack. 


They’re strewn, a little haphazardly, in the corner. He... no, he can’t leave them like that, it’d 
be irresponsible. Bad luck. He needs to be better, he needs to— 


Kyle crouches, fixing his shoes and his backpack so they’re settled neatly and symmetrically 
next to the front door. He stands back up, taking care not to put too much unrestricted 
pressure on his injured leg. There. See? Look at that, all neat and tidy, now. Keep doing that, 
it’1l make things look nicer and that’ll make everything feel better. Cleaning can do wonders 
for the psyche, he’d read that somewhere. Being in a clean environment is important. 


He heads into the kitchen and opens the freezer, removing an icepack. It’s cold, numbing his 
fingers immediately. Relieved, he shuts the door to the freezer and grabs a towel to wrap the 
icepack up in. He’ll need that to make sure he doesn’t freeze his skin. That’s not what he’s 
trying to do. He just needs to make sure his leg heals as fast as possible. He can’t risk getting 
more injuries on top of this one, and he can’t risk being incapacitated for too long. He has to 


stay strong for Ma, and he can’t show weakness to Cartman. It’s basically lifeblood to the 
sociopath, the misery of others. 


With a sigh, Kyle meanders back into the living room, using the wall to support his aching 
path, trying not to aggravate the already angry bruises. He can feel them. He hasn’t seen 
them, hasn’t pulled up his pant leg yet, but he knows he’ll have marks there for a while. He 
sits down on the couch and turns, laying along the length of the couch. He pulls up his pant 
leg, biting his lip in preparation of the moment of truth. 


Red. Lots of red, and ferocious hues. It flowers up, blood underneath the skin. It’s hot to the 
touch, and it hurts with pressure. He hisses, trying to ignore the fact that there are some 
places that are starting to darken to a very simple shade of lilac, spotting just barely. Oh, 
fuck... 


Kyle wraps the ice pack in the towel and rests it on the injury, making sure to keep his touch 
mild and calm. For a second, it hurts, and the throbbing feels a little more like squeezing, or 
punching. The numbing scratch of the ice has him cold in a matter of moments, though, and 
he catches up with himself quickly. His mind is starting to reel, now, with the reality of 
something so physical reigniting the frozen discomfort that had dug itself a home deep within 
his stomach. He leans back, propping himself up with a couple of the pillows on the couch. 


Fuck. 
Breathe, fucking breathe. It’s fine. 
He’s fine. 


Kyle reclines for a long time, mulling over the details of the things he doesn’t want to think 
about. The ice melts a little, but not significantly. He rests, keeps himself from giving in to 
the pounding pressure that has started to surface in his chest. A strange mild tapping of his 
heart, something he can feel quite well. But he’s fine. He breathes through it, thinks about 
good things, like rabbits and ducks and dogs and Stan’s puppy dog eyes. The way they 
redden when he’s high— fuck, stop. 


He rubs his eyes, trying to wake himself up, trying to get a grip on the bullshit he’s spiraling 
into. He’s fine. Everything is fine. He doesn’t need anything, he can compartmentalize, he 
can fix, he can repair, he can understand and control and he can get his shit together, okay? 
He’s in control. Breathe. 


Breathe. 

Breathe. 

There’s a tapping. What’s that tapping? 
Wait. 


There are footsteps heading down the stairs, and immediately, Kyle sits up. He removes the 
icepack from his shin and struggles with pulling down the leg of his pants. He turns to sit 


normally, ignoring the way it aches to move. Not his leg, his leg is numb, but the rest of him 
aches with the sudden burst of energy. He rubs the back of his neck, where it has become stiff 
from his relaxation. He shuts his eyes against the offending light. 


“Kyle?” Ike asks. Kyle glances up, squinting as his eyes readjust to the brightness of the 
outside that sheds in from the window. Ike stands, having just stepped off of the landing a 
moment ago. There’s something about the way he holds himself, casual yet formal, like he’s 
in a mode he can’t quite crack. Or... wait, hold on. Kyle rubs his eyes again, trying to force 
away the strange film that has collected over his vision. His brain has fogged up. Something 
in him snapped. Turned off. A light switch was flicked, powered down, and he’s hardly there 
at all. 


It feels funny. 
He feels vaguely high, but not really. 


“Hi, Ike,” Kyle says, sitting up a little straighter where he sits. He fidgets with the icepack in 
his hands, brushing the pads of his fingers over the fabric of the towel it’s wrapped in. 


“What’s with the towel?” Ike asks. Kyle glances down. 

“Well, if you look closely, it appears to be a towel,” Kyle deflects. Ike frowns. 
“What happened to your leg?” 

“Nothing,” Kyle says. 


“Uh huh.” Ike glances down, his gaze fixed on the specific spot where the ice pack had been 
resting on Kyle’s shin. Self-conscious, Kyle reaches down to rub the spot. He almost gasps 
when he feels skin rather than the fabric of his jeans. When he looks down, he finds that he’d 
completely failed to pull the leg of his pants down all the way. Most of the injury is hidden, 
but there’s certainly enough for someone to become suspicious of something happening. Kyle 
yanks the pant leg down the rest of the way, brushing off some imaginary dust. “You’re being 
stupid.” 


Kyle looks over. Ike glares. 


“What’s going on with you?” Ike asks. Although Ike’s not hostile, Kyle can’t help but be 
bitter. 


“Nothing’s going on with me, it was a basketball mishap,” he says, standing up from the 
couch. “Just don’t worry about it.” 


“Well, if nothing’s going on, I shouldn’t have to worry,” Ike says. Kyle rolls his eyes. 
Smartass. Kyle says as such. 


““Smartass.” 


Ike just smiles. 


Kyle doesn’t have the energy to naturally smile back, so he has to force it. Although it’s 
obvious that Ike doesn’t buy it, he doesn’t say anything. Kyle is grateful for that. He grips the 
icepack tighter, holding it close to his body, where it cools a spot against his stomach. “Will 
you be okay down here by yourself?” he asks, trying to make sure he takes care of his 
brotherly duty. Ike makes a face, probably inquisitive of why he’s asking such a thing, which 
spurs Kyle to reply, “I’m tired, and Pd like to take a nap.” 


Hesitantly, Ike says, “Ill be okay, you go do that.” 
But he’s fidgeting, and Kyle doesn’t like it. “Ike, I can stay down here if you want me to.” 
“No,” Ike protests, his voice firm. He pouts. “I'll be fine, I’m old enough to handle myself!” 


“Okay,” Kyle says. He rubs the back of his neck with his free hand, tempted to call it a day 
on the couch rather than suffering the stairway. He’s not going to do that, though. If he did, 
it’d only give Ike more fuel to become picky. The last thing Kyle needs is Ike dragging Dad 
into this, when it’s unnecessary. Nothing’s even happening. Kyle is fine, he’s holding things 
together on his own. Dad doesn’t need to take all of the stress. Kyle can bear some, too. 


“Go nap,” Ike commands, pointing sharply at the steps. Kyle rolls his eyes, waving Ike’s 
gesture off dismissively. 


“Right, okay,” he says. He starts up the steps, holding back the natural wince that comes with 
unintentionally leading with his injured leg. He pushes through, taking the steps one at a 
time. The feeling has returned by now, and it’s sharp, unpleasant. Very unpleasant. Kyle tries 
to hide whatever limp might be peeking through, but he doesn’t know if he’s succeeding. He 
makes it to his room, pushing the door shut behind him. 


Dizzy, Kyle sinks to the ground. He crouches, dropping the icepack and gripping his shin 
with one hand, covering his mouth with the other, squeezing his eyes shut as tight as he can. 
He tries to force it back, and he succeeds. The burning of his eyes threatens him, but he keeps 
himself from indulging in the urge to cry. The stinging goes away, and when he’s out of the 
woods, he blinks his eyes open. They just want to close again, but he won’t let them. 


The dizziness that had forced him to his knees is mild, barely able to be called dizziness. 
More than anything, it’s just disorientation, making him feel like someone is grabbing his 
head and forcing him to look places, rather than him genuinely controlling his own body. It’s 
like his brain isn’t getting enough oxygen. With the thought, he draws in a deep breath, 
inhaling until something in his chest pulls tight. He coughs, once, quietly, until that tightness 
goes away. 


He’s fine. 
He’s fine, he’s fine, he’s fine. 
His mother is not fine. 


She could die. 


She could be dead, right now, and he wouldn’t know until Dad called. Or the hospital, or 
whatever— he wouldn’t know. 


He should— 


Pray, maybe, or something. He should pray, a conversation in hopes of her to be safe, or 
healthy, or just be okay wherever she ends up going, if anywhere. He knows he’s not 
supposed to feel so crushed by this, since death is a part of life and a natural thing, but it’s so 
suffocating. His eyes are burning again, forcing him to blink back the blur of tears, biting his 
lip. He knows that whatever is going to happen will happen, and he knows that he shouldn’t 
fear that, and he knows he should let it fall into the hands of— 


he can’t, fucking fuck, he can’t even think about it. 
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death... 
How does the rest of it go? 


It’s a psalm. He’s heard it before, he knows it, he knew it, and he’s always felt like it was 
special. Like it deserved attention, even though that might sound weird. He’s felt connected 
to it, maybe a little overly, or maybe he’s overestimating it in a time of need, but he doesn’t 
care. He feels the urge to read it, to know it, to hold it in his hands and look at the words and 
be able to keep it together. 


To be better. 


He should know it. It’s weird, but it’s a distinct feeling. He should know it, just in case. He 
could laugh. In case of what? What would he need it for? He doesn’t know. But he’s afraid. 


No, he’s not. 
Yes, I am. 


Kyle claws at the carpet, balancing himself and slowly standing, pushing himself upright. He 
limps over to bed, not realizing he forgot the icepack on the floor until he’s already sitting on 
his mattress. At that point, he doesn’t care enough to go back for it. Kyle takes a deep breath 
and opens his bedside drawer, pulling it out all the way until he can reach the copy of the JPS 
Hebrew-English Bible (which may-or-may-not have been, uh, "permanently borrowed" from 
a certain large department store a while back) that he keeps back there. He hasn’t used it 
much; he doesn't really have a reason to. It’s more of a comfort of the presence thing than 
something he reads, anyway. He pulls it out when he needs to not be alone. 


Does that sound stupid? 


He closes the drawer and sets the book beside him on the mattress, slowly laying down. He 
pushes his extra pillow under his leg, keeping it elevated, though he would prefer the ice. He 
retrieves the Bible and opens it, slowly and carefully flipping through until he finds the place 
he’s looking for. 


Psalm 23. 
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Testing, Testing 
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He can’t remember it. 


He spent all night trying to memorize it, and all morning trying to recall it. His head hurts in 
the wake of such an effort, it straining just behind his eyes. With every step to AP Chemistry, 
Kyle pretends the pain in his leg is the same pain in his head. A punishment, maybe— 
something he can indulge in based on his disappointment. He catches himself inflicting it 
multiple times throughout the day. During particularly agitating moments of exasperation, 
he’ll rub absently at the bouquet of bruises which he sports. 


It’s funny. 


He entertains the idea of telling someone, but then the reminder of the fact that this is stupid 
comes back, and he’ll try not to laugh at his own idiocy. He double-triple-quadruple checks 
his pant leg, making sure it’s pulled down. He knows from experience that teachers always 
read way too much into things— particularly in the moments where it doesn’t matter. 


That, too, is funny. 
So, so funny. 

Ha ha. 

See? He’s laughing. 


Kyle slips into his seat, tugging his textbook and pencil out of his backpack. He settles, then 
after a moment, withdraws his notebook. He mindlessly doodles. That’s what he would call 
it: mindless doodling. Like he’s scribbling little hearts or something, but he’s not. He jots 
down words, sounds out sentences, chops up phrases and makes new, nonsense words out of 
alphabets he wishes he were less familiar with, if only to save himself the pain of having to 
gaze into that language as it laughs. Because that’s what it’s doing, isn’t it? It’s laughing at 
him, with open letters and large loops, circles on G’s and wide-based A’s... 


Abruptly, mid-sentence, he switches alphabets. He prefers the Hebrew alef-bet to the English 
letter system, anyways. It’s always been more pleasing to his eye, not to mention a bit 
sentimental. There’s something calming about its presence, like that’s enough for him to feel 


okay. In some ways, he supposes, it awakens something deep in his soul that reminds him of 
who he is, and who he’s always related to. 


TOME ND YT TI? NT Ham. 
Mizmor leDavid: yevah roi lo achsar. 
A psalm of David. The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not lack. 
(And with that, an affirmation: J will not fail.) 


Kyle hardly hears Miss James as she speaks. He hardly heard the bell ring for the start of 
class, actually. The thing that gets him to perk up is the movement— the way the seat across 
from him shifts, and the way Eric sits down in it. A sudden thunk, haphazard and utterly 
uncaring. He has his phone in his hand, Kyle notices. He picks up on the detail, zeroing in on 
it like a hawk. When Eric glances up at him, Kyle glances away. Kyle thinks he saw a smirk, 
but he’s not interested in testing the theory. He pulls his notebook closer to himself, trying to 
be casual in the way he covers the contents of the paper with his arm. 


Miss James announces that they’re taking a test. In that moment, Kyle feels lost. He’d not 
been... expecting it, which is unlike him. He’s usually on top of those things, preparing and 
studying for them as soon as they’re brought up the two or so weeks in advance. 
Discombobulated, it’s all Kyle can do to refresh himself. He’s been doing fine in class thus 
far, so the odds of him having any issues with the test are slim. He puts away everything 
other than his equation sheet, calculator, and pencil. The rest of the class follows suit quickly, 
the rustles of their hands digging into their backpacks overriding Miss James’ voice for a few 
seconds. Once the ruckus dies down, she begins speaking again. 


“This test will cover what we’ve been learning over this unit, and the final section of the last 
unit,” she says. She shuffles through some papers on her desk, withdrawing the packet of 
tests. Kyle tries to watch, to pay attention, to observe the way he’s always been used to, but 
something catches him. Eric shifts, the chair squeaks, and Kyle snaps his attention over, 
examining his posture to make sure he’s not about to start kicking again. 


Eric isn’t even looking at Kyle. He’s watching Miss James. 


Kyle takes a second to recuperate, swallowing down the strange lump that had hardened his 
throat. It’s easy to push away, and he finds himself absent in his observations within a matter 
of seconds. His thoughts try to bother him, but he doesn’t let them. He shoves them away, 
forces them to hide until he doesn’t even remember why he was so irritated in the first place. 
Miss James begins to hand out the tests, starting at the front, rounding each table to give each 
student their test individually. Kyle isn’t nervous. “So, as long as you have been paying 
attention,” Miss James begins, glaring at a student who is notorious for sleeping through 
class, “You should have no issues with this test.” 


She makes it through the next few tables, shushing a few kids who try to hold conversations 
about their fun on the latest social media craze. Kyle taps the eraser of his pencil against his 
table’s surface, fighting off the urge to doodle on the pale portions of the plastic. Doing that 


would be immature, and he remembers the lectures he’s gotten from teachers for doing 
exactly that: don t draw on the tables, you’re ruining them. 


Kyle’s phone buzzes in his pocket. His first instinct is to just ignore it, but it doesn’t work 
like that. Not anymore. He glances up at Eric, who still isn’t looking over. This time, though, 
Kyle can see the smirk that threatens to part Eric’s lips. A snicker, in some ways, he supposes 
— though it’s being held back, stifled in favor of... what? Seeming aloof? Uncaring? 
Whatever it is, Kyle doesn’t care. He glances up, making sure Miss James is busy in her own 
thing, before withdrawing his phone and checking the message, as fast as possible. 


Fatass 


Today 1:16 PM 
NEW TASK!!: fail the test. ;) 


With his face heating up, Kyle tucks his phone back into his pocket. He wills his brain to 
forget about it, but the more he tries not to care, the more of the opposite affects him. He 
fidgets, scraping the tip of his pencil with his thumb nail, watching the shavings of graphite 
shed onto his skin and smear from contact. 


He has to fail the test. It’s for his mom, right? He’ll do anything to make sure she’s okay. 


Kyle sets down the pencil and rubs at the shavings, rubbing them across his fingertips. 
They’re stained, now; his fingerprints are vaguely gray in the corners. His own skin is strange 
to touch, almost waxy, but too dry to truly be so. He remembers seeing a dead body, but the 
specific circumstances for which he saw it are unclear. He just remembers the way it looked. 
Waxy, dead, unmoving, like a mannequin. A figure. 


Miss James hands him his test. He simply stares at it. The thing, the test, the piece of paper— 
it’s alien, foreign, something he can’t pinpoint or comprehend right in this moment. There are 
words on the page, but his brain won’t connect the dots. English and questions, pictures of 
particles and atoms and things he knows how to do. His heart sinks. It thumps in his chest, 
that beat. It radiates in his stomach, something frightening. He picks his pencil back up and 
writes his name at the top of the test, in the preprinted blank. In a frozen nausea, Kyle finds 
that he might really fail the test. Not just because Eric told him to, but because the language 
isn’t making sense. 


2 H2S + 3 O02 —> 2 SO2 + 2 H2O 
He latches onto the numbers. 

223 22222 

And one by one 


H 
S 
O 


The letters start to make sense. 


It’s like he’s waking up. It’s what he understands. It’s the thing he’s okay with, the subject 
he’s most comfortable hiding in. The whole reason he’s studying in the first place refreshes 
itself, and in that moment, he can think clearly. He glances up at Eric for only a second, and 
since Eric isn’t paying attention to him, he doesn’t fight back the way the corners of his lips 
twitch upward. Even so, he rubs his mouth, hiding the smile from the public view and trying 
to make himself look like he’s thinking, instead. By no means is Kyle a good actor, but he 
doubts anyone is paying enough attention to him to really notice much. The test is 
enrapturing to the students, save for the kid who has decided to give up on staying awake in 
the corner. 


Kyle makes a decision. 
An affirmation: J will not fail. 


With almost five minutes under his belt already, Kyle begins working as swiftly as possible. 
He completes problems without issue, having found genuine joy in Chemistry as a subject. 
Maybe he works too quickly, or maybe he doesn’t work fast enough— he doesn’t know. But 
something feels off. He knows it’s just his imagination, but it still feels real. As the preset 
time for the test runs out, Kyle turns off his calculator and pockets his things. In some 
minutes, class will be over. He does a quick once-over of his answers, making sure that he 
did them all correctly. 


To his knowledge, he did well. 
It’s stupid, really, but it feels like a success. 


It’s a victory. A little rebellion liberates him, something he never thought he’d find himself 
happy with. Stan often said Kyle was a stickler for the rules, and sometimes Stan says Kyle 
has a stick up his ass about doing things correctly— and it’s stupid (it’s so stupid), but Kyle 
has to fight back another smile, because he did it. He did the test correctly, against Eric’s 
orders, and as the time passes today, he will come to find that Eric isn’t in charge. He will 
come to find, in fact, that Eric was never the one in charge. 


The bell rings. Kyle packs up his stuff and brings his test to the front, giving it to Miss James 
as he exits the classroom. 


Now free, Kyle can’t help but chuckle. Jesus, how stupid has he been? Actually believing that 
Eric Cartman had some secret remedy for his mom’s health? Assuredly, that was just Eric 
exploiting Kyle at a weak point. In retrospect, it’s utterly obvious— painfully so, in fact. His 
chest fills with discomfort, and he bites back a cringe at his gullibility. 


Seriously, he’s known Eric for his whole life. How the hell had he fallen for such an idiotic 
lie? Something so blatant in its exaggeration, something so utterly fucking ridiculous to every 
extent? 


Kyle slips past a group of seniors, then rounds a gaggle of wide-eyed, stressed-out freshmen. 
He remembers being a freshman. He hadn’t minded it, really. He just hated the fact that 


everyone else hated him, simply because he was a freshman. That seems to be a common 
theme in high school. The upperclassmen always seem to have a weird distaste towards the 
lower. Honestly, Kyle wonders if it’s just a natural learned behavior... he certainly has caught 
himself in the midst of an irritation towards freshmen. 


“You’re dead.” 


Kyle startles, almost choking himself with the strap of his backpack as he spins around. His 
breath struggles to catch up with his heart, which has jump-started with adrenaline of the 
scare. He stumbles to a stop, his back hitting the wall, only breathing a minuscule sigh of 
relief when he sees it’s Stan. 


Stan, with his wide eyes and look of concerned shock, asks, “Whoa, man, are you okay?” 


“I’m fine,” Kyle says, quick in his assurance, though the pain, always lingering, reiterates 
itself in a constant ache up his leg with the stumbling. He ignores the urge to rub at the area, 
distracting himself by asking, ““Why am I dead?” 


“what?” Stan asks. 


“You said I’m dead,” Kyle says, quirking a brow. He crosses his arms over his chest. “So, 
what'd I do this time?” 


With an antsy expression, Stan glances down the hallway. “Uh,” he begins, choking on the 
syllable. His cheeks pink up. “I didn’t say you were dead, I... didn’t say anything, 
actually...” 


There’s a split-second of stiffness, before Stan gives a hesitant grin, snorting in amusement. 
“You’re losing it,” Stan says. Kyle rolls his eyes. 


“Yeah,” Kyle says. He must have overheard someone else’s conversation and overreacted. 
It’s not the first time that’s happened. He beckons for Stan to follow, starting to walk again. 
They have next period together, so walking like this isn’t uncommon. “At least I don’t use 
girl’s shampoo.” 


Stan laughs and prods at Kyle playfully. “Jesus, dude, you’re such an idiot.” 


Kyle can only agree. 
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An exhaustion had started to tug deep in Kyle’s brain, sometime between the start of final 
period and after the end-of-school bell. He had plans of walking home with Stan today. In 
fact, they still do have plans to walk home together. 


But before they’d decided to head out, Kyle had needed to excuse himself to the restroom. As 
Kyle did so, Stan piped up with his decision to stick near the entrance and wait for Kyle to 
come back, as is routine if one of them needs to make a pit-stop. 


It’s essentially a soft torture just getting to the boys’ bathroom in the East wing. Before Kyle 
even enters the restroom, he can’t stop himself from rubbing at his eyes, trying to rouse his 
sleepy brain from whatever funk it’d fallen into. There’s still graphite stuck to his skin, and 
he makes note to wash that off before he rinses his face. He stops at one of the sinks, reaching 
for the soap, but he stops short. Glancing at the stalls, Kyle contemplates a pee break. With a 
shrug, he decides it couldn’t hurt, and leaves his backpack next to the sink he’d previously 
occupied. 


In the thirty seconds or so it takes him to take care of business, no one enters the bathroom. 
The door stays shut the whole time; Kyle kept an ear out for the telltale squeak, just in case 
he had to suddenly start panicking about anyone trying to steal his backpack. Ultimately, 
though, that dormant fear doesn’t have to come into play. He exits the stall and resumes his 
position at the sink he’d lain claim to via his backpack, quickly pumping some soap into his 
hand and running his elbow under the tap to get the water started. Sensors are quite helpful, 
aren’t they? It certainly limits the amount of germs he has to come into contact with, even 
though he knows technically that phones and keyboards are more dirty than even a toilet— 
not that he would even dare consider trusting a school toilet more than his phone, 
considering, well... just ew. 


Kyle rinses the lather off of his hands, and once that’s done, he glances at himself in the 
mirror. He doesn’t pay much mind to his reflection, though, hardly giving it the time of day 


before ducking and splashing some cold water over his face. He digs the heels of his palms 
into his eyes, trying to initiate the feeling of being awake. He thinks his exhaustion might be 
due to his state of borderline relaxation after AP Chemistry today. He’d been weirdly calm. 
With the realization of Eric’s threat being empty, he’d accepted the fact that things would be 
okay. 


Kyle withdraws from the sink, flicking the excess water from his hands and reaching for a 
paper towel. He squints, keeping the water out of his eyes as he moves— 


hands 
on his waist 


pin him to the sink, thrust him forward until there’s no room, until he drops the paper towel 
on instinct and reaches up, supporting himself with a loud clamor of noise, against the mirror. 
His hips complain, unfamiliar with the sensation of being pressed against the ceramic. He 
shifts, kicks his leg back to fight off the attacker, his eyes still shut to fight off the lingering 
threat of water getting into his eyes, but it doesn’t help that he can’t see. His body reacts. He 
shoves his hands, digs them into the wall at each side of the mirror, trying to push back 
against whoever is pinning him. The wide frame of the guy is telling, though. Kyle opens his 
eyes. He barely catches a glimpse of Eric before he’s shrouded in darkness. Pressure over his 
eyes, a thick hand keeping him blinded. 


He can feel the way Eric is pressing against him, into him. His arms struggle with the bearing 
of the weight. He kicks again, more intently, and he thinks he lands a couple of them, but he 
doesn’t know for sure. He’s too stuck in his head to feel if he makes contact. His nerves try to 
defend him, to pay attention to the cold on his palms rather than the heat of Eric’s chest and 
stomach and hips and— 


“Don t say anything,” Eric says, his breath hot and spidery in the shell of Kyle’s ear. A 
shudder bolts his spine stiff, makes him dig his fingertips into the surface of the wall. Kyle’s 
heart doesn’t pound, it flicks— patting his ribs in rapid rate, something that makes his head 
feel dizzy and his feet feel light. Kyle needs to fight back. That’s what he needs to do. He 
moves to do so, but when he shifts, Eric pushes forward, leaning everything into Kyle’s back. 
If Kyle lets go of the wall, if Kyle stops bracing himself, he’ll hit face-first into the mirror. 


Not gently. 


His hips hurt, aching and tense. The adjust in position increases the amount of pressure 
bearing into his bruised leg. Kyle sturdies himself, steels his nerves, wonders if he told Stan 
which bathroom he would be using, but he doesn’t know. To that, he wonders if he can even 
care. It’s a passing thought, just a what-if. For now, his brain is on repeat, telling him things 
he knows while blasting him in the face with blatant clarity. 


Dark. That’s all he sees. And Eric’s weight, the grip of that hand over his eyes, the arm 
wrapped around his waist. 


Stay calm. 


Kyle opens his mouth to speak, not thinking. 


Eric digs his fingers into the flesh of Kyle’s stomach. Kyle tries to recoil, but that only forces 
him closer to Eric’s looming body, the overwhelming burning that keeps him still. Kyle 
squirms, biting his tongue at the awful atrocious bad feeling that comes with all of the 
contact, the nonstop pressure and reminder that Eric is right there, and he’s not leaving. 


Be quiet. 


“Read the Bible, Jew?” Eric asks, curling the words over his tongue like ribbon, his teeth 
snipping them free in lengths too short for the necessity. Kyle swallows thickly, unsure of 
himself and what he’s supposed to do. He simply stays silent, waiting for something else to 
happen, waiting for the little shift— that’s all he needs, one little shift and he can shove 
backwards with all of his might and run. But he has to save his energy. Eric chuckles. Kyle 
goes still, huffing for air. Eric’s breathing goes from his ear to his jaw, then trails back, to the 
nape of his neck. Chills pepper themselves over Kyle’s skin. He shies away on instinct, but 
Eric refuses to allow Kyle, firming his grasp over Kyle's eyes. Eric whispers, “I have an 
issue.” 


Pressing. 

“I know what you did, Kyle...” 

(Its not real.) 

“you disobeyed me.” 

Stop it. 

Kyle bites the words back. Eric asks— 
—‘Feel it?” 

Stop it— 

“Don’t worry, I won’t make you do anything.” 
DON’T MOVE. 


“T have a different idea,” Eric says. All at once, the hand disappears from Kyle’s eyes, and 
he’s faced with blinding white. The bathroom, tiles and mirror and lights and all, fades into 
focus, going from blurred to sharp in a matter of seconds. He feels a shift, and he thinks this 
might be his chance, but the opportunity is gone before Kyle can even think about it. Eric 
wraps his now-free hand around Kyle’s neck, bearing strength into the grip, the joint of his 
thumb choking against Kyle’s pulse point. Kyle coughs against the pressure, and Eric finds 
that amusing. “Look at yourself... look at you.” 


Eric pulls Kyle’s head up from where it had naturally fallen, forcing him to look at himself in 
the mirror. He struggles with the eye contact of himself, swapping between each eye, 
confused by his own reflection like he’s never seen it before. The outline of Eric’s hand 


contrasts with Kyle’s skin. It’s only a split shade darker, only a hair’s difference, a minuscule 
diversity that sticks out, painful in its obviousness given the situation. Kyle’s face has gone 
so pale, his lips darker than he’d thought they were. Hazel, hazel, hazel, those are his eyes. 
Hazel. He tries not to look at Eric in the mirror. He doesn’t want to know what Eric’s face 
looks like, holding him so firmly, regarding so much control. He doesn’t want to see the 
brown of Eric’s eyes. 


Kyle focuses on the reflection of the scuffed bathroom tiles, counting them, paying attention 
to the numbers even as Eric snakes that horrid hand underneath the hem of Kyle’s shirt, even 
as he starts squeezing into the flesh of Kyle’s stomach. The air rushes out of Kyle’s lungs. 


Twenty-four, twenty-five, twenty-six... 


“Are you gaining weight?” Eric asks, peeking just over Kyle’s head. Kyle refuses to glance 
up, refuses to look at him, refuses refuses refuses. 


Thirty-one, thirty-two, thirty-three, thirty-four— 
What are you doing? Counting? Fight back. 


Kyle wrenches his head down, working to escape the grip. Eric immediately adjusts, 
grabbing Kyle’s jaw to force him to look up again. 


“Oh, you didn’t like that, did you?” Eric hums. Kyle scowls at his reflection. Scowls at the 
tiles. Thirty-five. “What about it didn’t you like?” 


Eric pulls Kyle’s head up higher. Kyle stares at the ceiling, refusing to give in and make eye 
contact. Eric huffs. 


“Don’t like being fat?” Eric asks. “Don’t like that idea, don’t like going soft? Afraid you eat 
too much, or move too little?” 


Dont listen to him. 


Eric tugs Kyle’s head back down again. Kyle tries to turn away from his reflection. He 
doesn’t want to look at himself anymore. He doesn’t want to see the wide-eyed stare of his 
own face. He doesn’t want to. “You hate me,” says Eric, his tone seething with poison, a 
venomous concoction of air and saliva that clicks in Kyle’s ears. “You hate me so much, you 
can’t handle the thought of being close to who I am, isn’t that right? You don’t want to be me, 
isn’t that right? Kyle?” 


Dont talk. 
The grip on Kyle tightens, and Eric barks, “Speak!” 
Kyle whispers, “Don’t give yourself so much credit.” 


His throat is raw, rubbing painfully as he talks, a reminder of the way Eric had grabbed his 
neck just seconds ago. Eric seems pleased with the answer nonetheless— as pleased as he can 


be, given the words that had come from Kyle’s mouth. Eric’s dull, thought-bitten nails pinch 
and scratch at Kyle’s stomach, catching at his navel. Kyle chokes out a growl. 


“Not everything revolves around you,” Kyle spits, newly confident. It proves vaguely in the 
ballpark of hubris, however, as Eric reacts none-too-kindly. He pulls Kyle away from the sink 
in such a rapid movement that Kyle doesn’t have time to process. He just knows that, one 
moment, he’s grasping the wall— the next, he’s gripping the sink, more doubled-over than 
he’d like to admit. Eric remains, front pressing into Kyle’s backside. This... this is a good 
opportunity. Kyle can run. Eric doesn’t have as much high ground here. But if Kyle wants 
this to work, he needs to find a good opening before he moves. 


“You don’t think so?” Eric asks, removing his hand from Kyle’s jaw and trailing it, instead, 
down the line of Kyle’s spine. When he reaches Kyle’s waistband, Eric moves back up, 
taking the hem of the shirt with his hand. Kyle squeezes his eyes shut and clenches his teeth. 
Without thinking, he sucks in and holds stiff. Eric snorts. “If not everything revolves around 
me, why is everything happening while I’m around? Huh?” 


Eric walks his fingers down Kyle’s exposed ribs— 

“Why am I there with the bitch?” 

—counting them, tapping the skin of Kyle’s back— 

“Why am I there in your class...” 

—he stops over Kyle’s right kidney— 

“...why am I at your house, and why am I...” 

—grabbing him— 

“here?” 

Immediately, Kyle tenses, holding the sink with a white-knuckled grip. When Eric smooths 
both palms around to fidget with the scar, Kyle’s brain short-circuits. Memories, old and new, 
all horrible, explode in his skull. His reaction is based purely on instinct. He kicks Eric, 
aiming for the knee but hitting the shin, and twists. The shock of the pain is enough to get 


Eric to startle— the squirming seals the deal. Without a second thought, Kyle bolts, tugging 
his shirt down and snatching up his backpack as he absconds. 


His brain catches everything. Every movement around him, every sound nearby, every glitter 
of light from the window or jimmy of a faraway handle as a janitor starts sweeping the halls. 


Everything. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Pointless, Useless Little Things 


Chapter Summary 


Skin. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


As the smoke fills Kyle’s lungs, overriding everything he’s built for himself thus far, he tries 
to pretend their newfound routine has nothing to do with himself. Suggestions are just that: 
suggestions. Whenever he gives Stan a look, there’s still an option. Whenever he asks, it’s 
still a question. They wouldn’t do it if Stan didn’t want to do it, too. That’s what Kyle says. 
That’s what Kyle thinks. 


That’s what Kyle hopes Stan knows. 


He leans back against Stan’s headboard, contemplating the outline of his hand against the 
wall. Just as such, he tries to understand the difference between the joint and his flesh. 


As far as he’s concerned, there is none. 
AS, as, as. 
What a wonderful world. 


Another draw— the smoke pulls into Kyle’s mouth, curls down his throat, little teasing 
tendrils he can’t help but imagine. He wonders how much he would have to smoke before he 
became part of this, too. The smoke. How much could he take in without disintegrating? How 
much could he take in before the bonds of his skin started to replace themselves, swapping 
with smoke and air, until he became a pile of dust and ash? 


Particles fall from the tip of the joint. They make homes in the little cracks of the cinder 
block in Kyle’s lap. He doesn’t remember grabbing the cinder block off of Stan’s windowsill, 
nor does he remember putting it in his lap. He hardly remembers arriving here, or climbing 
into the bed. There’s a section of life that he just doesn’t remember, doesn’t recall, and no 
matter how much he tries, it doesn’t matter. It’s not a fall, not something he minds too much. 
He lowers the joint, pinching the sides and feeling the heat that creeps from the end. 


Skin. 


Soft, unmarred, untouched. 


Kyle had taken off his jacket, at some point. The sleeves of his shirt are rolled up, revealing 
his wrists and forearms. 


Is it funny? 


The way he remembers the things he doesn’t want to? The way Eric’s hands feel, creeping up 
his back? The way his shirt feels, being pulled up to his neck? The way his hips feel, being 
pressed into the sink? The way his face looks, when he’s afraid? 


Is it comedic? 


The way Kyle isn’t there, the way he’s alone in the worst of it, the thick of the forest and the 
way those hairs on the back of his arms stand up— do you see that? Thin, light, lighter than 
his hair, hardly noticeable if you don’t look for them, /ook. 


And his skin is so soft. It better be, he uses lotion, he takes care of himself. 
But he doesn’t like it. 


The burning end of the joint creeps closer to Kyle’s forearm. That skin, the miles of it, the 
stretch of his arm, where the bone and muscle and flesh and fat reside, the fact that there’s too 
much of it, maybe. The fact that he exists. Is this real life? He might need to pinch himself. 
Just pinch the skin, the bone the muscle the flesh the fat, curl it between his fingers or mar 
himself through his own doing. Voluntarily. 


Look at it. 
The joint. 
Creeping. 


A hand that isn’t Kyle’s own wraps around Kyle’s wrist, forcing his movement to stop. Kyle 
looks up, blinks through the gradual blearing of his gaze, where Stan’s face rests just an inch 
too far away. His hair is caught, shining in the light that comes in from the window, 
illuminating it like there’s a halo, a beautiful fractal of brightness that Kyle doesn’t want to 
let go of. 


“Don’t do that,” Stan says, eyes half-lidded. “It hurts.” 


“How do you know?” Kyle asks, quiet. Stan seems caught on this, his teeth chewing on 
something that isn’t there. Stan looks down, at where they’re touching, at the joint that spits 
smoke, at the thing that muddled their brains so acutely, the thing that Kyle loves. 


But Stan’s the addict. 


How sour a thought. Kyle can taste it. He needs another hit. He kisses Stan, meeting the 
corner of his mouth rather than the center, but he doesn’t care. Stan’s the one that fixes it. 
Slowly, he turns his head, languid as he presses forward. His fingers catch in their grasp on 
Kyle’s arm, sliding the contact down to Kyle’s wrist. Kyle doesn’t know how, but Stan 
manages to retrieve the joint and put it out on the cinder block in Kyle’s lap without looking. 


Or maybe he did look, and Kyle just didn’t notice. He doesn’t care. 


Stan leaves the remnants of their drug on the cinder block and sets it back in its rightful place 
on the windowsill. Kyle won’t let go of Stan’s hand, the one that had previously been 
grabbing his wrist. It’s okay, though, since Stan doesn’t seem keen on letting Kyle fall too far, 
anyway. They’re in a pool, Kyle concludes. Even as Stan tugs Kyle down by his hips, having 
him lay down on the bed, they’re underwater. That’s why the visuals are unclear, and that’s 
why everything looks so much more beautiful. Who is to say that the air isn’t water in its own 
right? Maybe science has it wrong. Liquids are solids and solids are gas and gas is liquid. 


Stan kisses him, and Kyle kisses back, curling his fingers into Stan’s shirt, grabbing him and 
pulling him down, closer. Stan smells more like the joint than the joint itself, smoky and 
deep, a trench that Kyle can’t help but fall into. Those hands of Stan’s, they roam. Pressing 
skin licks against Kyle’s waist. He slips the fingertips beneath his shirt and lets them settle, 
linger there, his thumbs at either side of Kyle’s stomach, rubbing above his hips. 


And is it funny? 
That when Stan does this— when Stan touches him, so gentle— Kyle can only fear it? 


It storms in his stomach, a weather pattern brought on by a loss of control, something 
supposedly temporary. 


And, as they continue, as they kiss and taste each other’s mouths, as they understand the way 
each other’s enzymes comprehend the components of smoke, as they arch against each other 
and giggle together like it’s a joke, is it funny? 


And if it is, why is Kyle not happy? 
Maybe. 


Kyle’s muscles quiver, try to turn to mush, and Stan supports him. He loops a gentle arm 
beneath Kyle, reaching with his other soft hand and cradling the back of Kyle’s neck with it. 
Kyle rises with it, wrapping his arms over Stan’s shoulders and starting to sit up, because he 
wonders if it’ll feel different. Stan pulls him, sits back until Kyle can slip into his lap and kiss 
at Stan’s mouth and cheeks and face and nose, looping his fingers through the thick hair atop 
Stan’s head, trying to cover him with the affection that Kyle craves having with someone 
who actually loves him back. 


But for now, it’s just Kyle’s love, and the lust of Stan as he’s pulled along, unable to resist the 
idea of it, maybe. The taboo, or the thrill of getting caught, or something less satisfying than 
the idea that Stan actually might like Kyle the same way Kyle likes Stan. 


Stan tries to pull away, duck his head back from Kyle’s mouth, and embarrassingly, Kyle 
chases it. He doesn’t want to let the moment go, he doesn’t want to fuck this up. His hands 
aren’t as strong as he wants them to be, his muscles aren’t as sturdy as he’d like them to be, 
his skin is a little too squishy and maybe he is getting soft, and maybe Stan finds him gross. 


Kyle backs off. He tries to get up, but Stan doesn’t let him. Stan grabs his waist and holds 
him down, holds them together, holds them sturdy. They look at each other, silent, until Stan 
whispers the word, “Fire,” like that answers something beyond the universe itself. 


“Ice,” Kyle whispers back, finding a game in it, but Stan shakes his head. 


“Fire,” Stan repeats. He coughs, clearing his throat. There’s a smile on his lips, those 
beautiful lips, beautiful. Kyle traces the pad of his thumb over the partition of them. Stan 
draws Kyle’s thumb into his mouth, going the extra mile and sucking so gently on it, flicking 
his tongue along the crease of his knuckle. Kyle exhales, enraptured and awestruck. Stan lets 
it go, and Kyle pulls his hand away. Stan smiles, wider, his cheeks pink, his eyes glossy. 
“That’s how I know it hurts, because it’s fire, and—” 


Kyle snorts, saying, “Fire bad.” 


Stan starts to laugh. Kyle does, too. They fall into a tight hug, encasing each other in warmth 
as they bundle under the uncontrollable giggling. Stan has his arms wrapped so tightly 
around Kyle’s waist, Kyle wonders if he’s going to be able to breathe through it. He can, of 
course, but there’s that catch in his throat. Stan lays on his back on the bed, and Kyle 
naturally follows over him, pressing his face into Stan’s neck on the way down. 


It’s funny. 
It’s so funny. 


And Kyle can’t help but lose himself in it, the unfocused panic of his chest constricting, the 
way he’s out of control. He thinks about the fire, and he thinks about the joint— he thinks 
and thinks and thinks, until he’s in a circle, imagining those hands and his shirt and the scar 
and the quiet. 


Stay calm. 
Be quiet. 
Dont move. 


And it’s scary, but at the same time, it’s funny. It’s funny, funny, funny— ridiculous, because 
it doesn’t make sense. Why would Eric do that? 


“Kyle?” Stan whispers, but Kyle doesn’t respond. He can’t. He gasps for breath, shuddering 
with his next exhale, a mess of giggling that sounds more like sobbing as the tears start to 
prickle, as the saliva starts to gather, as he chokes through swallows and starts to whine 
instead of chuckle. He tries to lose the scent of school soap and heat by taking in Stan’s scent, 
the smoke and sweat and apples, artificial and tangy from the day of work and school. 
Fingers curl through Kyle’s hair, a grounding sentiment, something that helps him come back 
down from his loss of control. His emotions, for a moment, had run rampant— Kyle takes in 
breaths, lets them out, settles in the midst of this place. It feels like ash, breathing it in. Stan 
keeps petting Kyle’s hair. “What’s wrong?” 


“It’s funny,” is all Kyle says after a pause. He’d needed to rehearse that phrase, repeating it 
over and over and over in his mind until it felt like a language he understood. The way Stan 
shifts frightens Kyle, makes him fear loss, makes him fear the world and all the scary things 
inside of it. Without thinking, he says, “Hold me tighter, you idiot.” 


Nothing happens. Until Stan does. He pulls his hands from Kyle’s hair and wraps his arms 
around Kyle’s waist, tugging him as close as possible. Kyle matches the feeling, nuzzles 
down, settles. He syncs his own breathing with Stan’s, meeting with every inhale and sinking 
with every exhale. It’s the way their bodies move, closed-eyed and resting, tangled together a 
little messily. They can say it’s the thought that counts, but they both know this was 
thoughtless. So what does that make them? 


Kyle tries to lose himself on a cloud of ecstasy, but there’s only so much that a joint can do 
for him. He should ask for more. “Stan,” he says, quiet. He lifts his head, just enough so they 
can make eye contact. Stan hums, blinking through a mild irritation. 


Those lips of his, so soft. 


Kyle forgets his urge for more marijuana. The distraction is enough, for now. He kisses Stan, 
a pleasurable roll of a shiver stepping down his spine as Stan kisses back. 


But the “for now” is just that: temporary. 


He feels ashamed when he whispers the question of another joint. 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted on wednesday, may Ist 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


Little Victories 


Chapter Summary 


Silent, Kyle slips into the boys’ restroom. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Kenny and Butters are pretend sword-fighting with plastic forks stained with the acid from 
tomato slices. Kyle thinks he finds it funny, but at the same time, he doesn’t really know. 
He’s mid-conversation with Stan about something they both found funny at one point. It feels 
different, he guesses. Something lost that he’s mourning for, to some strange extent that 
refuses to apply connections in his brain. Synapses try to understand him, or maybe he tries 
to understand them— the places where he used to be a person feel a little strained. He’s okay, 
he really is, he’s just tired. He didn’t sleep well enough last night, because he couldn’t relax. 
The weed wore off before he could pass out in bed. He wouldn’t say he’s a naturally anxious 
person, because he doesn’t like the way that makes him sound. Anxious, anxious, anxious. 
Anxiety. Everyone has anxiety. People just deal with it. He just deals with it. 


He picks at the corner of a carrot slice with his nail, shaving little orange bits off of it that he 
tries to smear against his skin. He imagines it leaving a stain like the lead did when he was in 
AP Chemistry yesterday. But carrots don’t do that. The carbon from graphite leaves marks on 
the paper, revealing itself in writing that will likely never be read later. Carrots are food, 
something he’s supposed to eat, something that has vitamins and minerals and calories and 
water, fiber, maybe, antioxidants or whatever the terms are. It’s something he’s supposed to 
put into his mouth and chew and chew and chew and swallow. Then it goes down his 
esophagus, into his stomach, to be digested, and that’s energy and sugars and water and all 
the other dietary needs he’s supposed to consume throughout the day. That’s the way it 
works. That’s the way eating works. 


But somewhere along the way, it'll catch. The carrot slice, the sandwich, the bread— it’ll 
catch, and make a home in him, and be a part of him, and he can’t have that right now. Too 
many things are trying to make homes in him, too many things are trying to get his attention, 
too many things ache for the pieces of him he’s slowly running out of. The more he thinks 
about it, the funnier it is. The more logic he applies to it, the less it makes sense. He needs 
something to go his way for once. 


It’s stupid, but he thinks that, maybe, this is the thing he’ll be able to keep as his own. Just a 
little, maybe, because he doesn’t want to die. He needs energy to take care of his family, and 
he needs energy so he doesn’t become paralyzed when he smokes with Stan, and he needs 
energy to keep playing sports with the guys, and he needs energy to understand Chemistry 
and get good grades and go into college, but maybe. 


Maybe. 
He doesn’t need as much energy as he’s supplying his body with. 
Maybe. 


“Huzzah!” exclaims a victorious Butters, raising his red-stained fork into the air above his 
head. Kenny has been caught up in the details of the game, too, gasping and playing out 
another forgettable death. For some reason, Butters gets caught up in a speech— something 
funny, maybe, because Stan’s attention withdraws from Kyle completely and turns to Butters 
and Kenny’s theatrics. He’s chuckling, snorting quietly with his eyes narrowed and his mouth 
smiling and his cheeks pink. Kyle smiles like he’s listening to the stupid thing, but he’s not. 
He’s too busy, quickly and quietly sneaking his food back into the bags it came in and 
slipping it into his lunch box. He doesn’t manage to pack all of it, but he gets most of it. 


Kyle decides he’s being stupid, and starts to eat the carrots. He keeps the bread within reach, 
just in case he wants to nibble on it or something. After giving his brain time to ride out the 
sudden emotion, he realizes the utter fucking stupidity of the idea. Is the weed ruining him? 
It’s tearing apart his brain and making him think he’s invincible, isn’t it? That’s what it must 
be doing. These thoughts aren’t Kyle’s own, they’re from the weed. 


Or maybe 


(frighteningly) 
They’re from the lack of it. 


It’s sudden. A single thought is enough to throw him back to when he woke up in Stan’s 
bedroom to see him smoking. To the burning choking aching heave of the first drag, to the 
attempts and pain of the second and third attempts, to the gradual ease he’d come to accept 
the joints with. His head is dizzy, and his eyes won’t focus, like he’s actually still high or 
something. As his brain struggles to catch up with everything going on around him, he begins 
to pick at another carrot slice. He picks and picks and picks, scraping orange shavings into a 
pile on the tiny plastic bag he’d brought them to school in, staring at it like it’s the fix. 


But weed is the fix. It helps him feel better. It’s associated with nothing but good things, 
happy memories, stress-free thoughts and actions and feelings of relaxation and glee. 
Pathways inside of his brain try to connect, but they can’t. He’s in a loop, but the loop is 
pinched at one side, and he can’t force his way through it to keep going without effort— and 
he just doesn’t know if he has the effort. 


Y’know, when he’s not high. 

Stan is saying something about sheep when Kyle kicks him softly under the table— 
( kick kick kick 

[the gay stuff] 


Kick kick kick 


[maybe I’m in control] 

Kick kick kick. ) 

— and Stan glances over, allowing Kenny to take the conversation into his— 
[maybemaybemaybe I’M in control] 


—control, spewing nonsense about some dirty magazine he found at the park yesterday. Kyle 
isn’t paying attention, unsurprisingly, and neither is Stan. They look at each other, and Kyle 
bites his lip, maybe a little obviously. Stan gets it. He looks Kyle up and down, glances away, 
and then nods without a word. A nonverbal agreement to meet up later and talk about doing it 
again tonight, like every other night. It’s commonplace. They’II do it. 


The tightness in Kyle’s chest— one he hadn’t even realized was there in the first place— 
starts to dissipate now that he knows he can smoke tonight. 


A buzzing erupts from Kyle’s pocket. It makes no noise, but it startles him out of his focus. 
He drops the slice of carrot he’d been picking at, and it rolls into his lap only to bounce onto 
the floor. He stares at it, for a second, wondering if he has the will to pick it up rather than 
just leave it for whoever sweeps the floors in the cafeteria after the lunch periods. He can’t do 
that, though. He can’t not pick up after himself. Kyle scoots away from the table and leans 
down, grabbing the carrot slice and standing, making his way over to the trashcan to throw 
the now-filthy thing away. On his boring journey, he pulls his phone out of his pocket and 
checks the text. 


Fatass 


Today 12:18 
NEW TASK!!;; meet me into the lunch room bath room. ;)))) 


Kyle halts, mid-drop of the carrot. It falls into the trashcan. He glances up, double-checking 
to make sure this is the compost. With a sigh of relief, he realizes it is. He hesitates next to 
the bin, looking over his shoulder to make sure no one is confused about his whereabouts. 
Kenny, Butters, and Stan are all engaged in a discussion on something or another— Kyle is 
too far away to hear. Just as such, he must be too far away for them to notice. Out of sight, 
out of mind, right? 


Silent, Kyle slips into the boys’ restroom. 


It feels the same as the one in the East wing. There’s an equal number of stalls, an equal 
number of toilets, an equal number of sinks and mirrors. 


He pauses, hesitant. His instincts tell him to get the fuck out of there. His feet itch to move. 
His hands want to be washed. Everything is the same, his brain concludes. Everything is the 
same, and that means everything else is going to happen again. Three sinks, three stalls, three 


mirrors, all that work and all that are functional— the mirrors reflect Kyle’s image, every one 
of them. He checks, steps in and out of the sight of them. He looks the same in every one and 
for some reason, he can’t stop seeing his face go pale with uncertainty. He’s not making that 
face, is he? No, he’s not, he looks normal. The mirror lies. 


Kyle pockets his phone and starts to pace, from the first sink to the third and then back to the 
first, crossing his arms over his chest and ducking his shoulders like he’s trying to make 
himself smaller, but that’s not what he’s doing. He’s cold, he thinks. It’s cold in here, and he 
left his jacket at the table. And he’s annoyed, he thinks, because Cartman is pulling him away 
from eating to talk about whatever bullfuckery they’re going to be talking about this time and 
the bathroom is the same, why is the bathroom the same? 


He rubs his hands together, stands leaning against the back wall, and pays attention to the 
things that aren t the same. He plays spot the difference with the vivid image within his brain. 
He picks out the things that are wrong, or missing, or extra, and it grounds him. Helps him 
feel less agitated. 


One of the paper towel dispensers doesn’t work, one of the soap dispensers is empty, one of 
the sinks has a stain in it that looks suspiciously like blood, the first stall doesn’t have a door 
and someone coughs in the third— and, possibly most importantly, Kyle isn’t alone. 


The toilet in the third stall flushes, and soon, the occasional coughs stop. There’s a pause, 
some shuffling, and then the stall door opens and out comes Clyde Donovan, dressed in his 
usual attire of a letterman jacket and jeans that are only slightly too long. When he sees Kyle, 
his eyes widen, vaguely caught off-guard, but he doesn’t let that stop him. He gives Kyle that 
I’m-popular-and-I-know-everyone look, and says, “Hey, how’s it going?” all casually, like 
they’ve been friends since kindergarten. Kyle can’t help but feel skeptical, even as Clyde 
goes about his business and washes his hands at the sink. He knows Clyde won’t say 
anything— he hasn’t said anything, at least, and they have sixth period together—, but Kyle 
still can’t get the image of Clyde approaching him at the hospital out of his head. The way 
he’d looked so concerned, like he genuinely cared, or like he got it, even though Kyle didn’t 
say what was going on. 


Clyde whistles as he rinses his hands free of soap, some tune Kyle isn’t familiar with. Clyde 
turns off the sink and tries to get some paper towels out of the broken dispenser. Clyde 
doesn’t seem to notice anything amiss, even as no paper towels come from it. He just keeps 


trying. 
“Dude, I asked you a question,” Clyde says, this dopey grin on his face. 


“It’s going fine,” Kyle finally answers. Clyde elbows the paper towel dispenser, apparently 
displeased with the lack of paper towels, but he doesn’t stop smiling. Kyle eventually gets 
annoyed, grabs a paper towel from the other dispenser, and hands it to Clyde. Clyde’s eyes go 
wide, but this isn’t a caught off-guard wide, it’s a happy-surprised wide. Clyde takes the 
paper towels. 


“Thanks, dude!” 


Kyle only shrugs and goes back to leaning against the wall. Clyde purses his lips, tossing the 
used paper towel into the trash. He leans against one of the sinks. Kyle rolls his eyes when he 
realizes Clyde is getting hunkered down for a conversation. Clyde pulls a pack of gum out of 
his pocket and takes out a piece. He holds the pack out to Kyle. 


“You want one?” he asks. Kyle, although he really doesn’t want one (nor should he have 
one), doesn’t have time to say no. Clyde is already stepping forward, shoving a stick into 
Kyle’s hand before returning to his spot at the sink. 


Exasperated, Kyle mutters, “Sure,” because it's already in his hand. Clyde grins, unwrapping 
his own piece of gum and popping it into his mouth. He begins to chew it. 


“So, what’s up?” 


“Not much,” Kyle replies, trying to be polite. He examines the wrapped stick of gum in his 
hand. The scent of mint hits him as soon as he starts to really pay attention to the thing. Kyle 
pockets the gum stick, making a note to remind himself to give it to Ike later, or something. 
He looks up at Clyde. “What’s up for you?” 


“Not a lot,” answers Clyde. Oh, what a fun conversation. He points at Kyle’s pocket. “So, 
you’re not gonna actually chew the gum?” 


Kyle sighs. “Look, I—” 


But Kyle doesn’t finish. The door opens before he gets the chance to, squealing as the next 
person comes in. The wide frame of Eric Cartman bears a letterman jacket similar in style to 
Clyde’s, but different enough in a vague way that makes it distinguishable. It’s an older style, 
that’s for sure, but only by a couple of years. Eric doesn’t look very happy, but at the same 
time he looks the way he always does. Calm and weirdly composed, even though he is a 
childish asshole. “Heeey!” exclaims Clyde, startling Eric enough to make him flinch. Clyde 
grins. “It’s the Cart-man!” 


“Go away, Clyde, no one likes you,” Eric says, exasperated. Clyde snaps his fingers, giving a 
bastardized version of finger guns, before obeying and slipping out of the bathroom. The 
silence that follows his leave is deafening, something that makes Kyle feel irate. That’s 
nothing new, of course. Eric doesn’t move from his spot, just a couple feet away from the 
door. Kyle doesn’t move from the wall, even though he wants nothing more than to kick Eric 
in the testicles and follow Clyde back into the cafeteria. 


Eric turns around and locks the door. It clicks, unsatisfying, sharp, hoarse in the air. Kyle 
imagines all sorts of things, in the moment, and his immediate reactions override everything 
else. He stiffens, going so far as to take a step forward, saying, “You can’t do that.” 


“Fuck you, Kyle, I do what I want,” Eric replies through a sigh, making it sound like he is 
utterly sick and tired of pointing it out all the time. He tries the door to make sure it won’t 
open. It doesn’t budge, stiff in his grasp. The mechanism works. Kyle could easily slip past 
Eric, unlock it, and leave. He could easily do it. But he doesn’t. He stays still, silent and 
waiting and watching and hoping and maybe, just maybe, he’s praying to some extent. Eric 
turns around, a look on his face. Unreadable. 


Slowly, Eric approaches. One step at a time, he gets closer, advancing and closing in. Kyle 
refuses to slouch, or back down, or back away. He refuses to duck himself against the wall. 
Not again. Not this time. Kyle, with his lungs feeling too big in his chest, straightens his 
posture to take Eric head-on, if he has to. 


“You’re lucky, you know,” Eric says. “With the way you acted, I should have punished you.” 
Kyle bites back the retort of Zsn t that what you did yesterday? 


“You’re disobedient,” Eric says. “You only get in the way, you know that, Jew? And, quite 
frankly, I don’t think you grasp the seriously-ness of this situation.” 


Eric stops, six inches away. Kyle can already feel his breath, the way the air moves around 
him, the way his body takes up space. He can feel the phantom hands of past Eric Cartmans, 
grabbing his hips or his face, running his hands down his thighs and tapping over the scar on 
his stomach. It makes Kyle’s skin crawl. It makes him feel sick to his stomach with anger. He 
bites back the urge to spit into Eric’s face. 


Something in Eric’s expression changes as he whispers, “Unless you do.” 


Eric takes the final step forward. He lifts a hand and traces the backs of his fingers down 
Kyle’s cheek. It’s such a gentle motion that Kyle doesn’t know what he’s supposed to think. 
He just knows he dislikes it. He leans away, out of the touch, tipping his head to the side. Eric 
follows with his hand. Another attempt to shy away is met without success, but Kyle refuses 
to give in. He pushes Eric’s hand away. Eric’s smile doesn’t leave. 


“You know what I’m doing to your mom,” Eric says, “And yet, you still keep disobeying... 
maybe you like it.” 


Kyle freezes. 


“Oh, is that it?” Eric asks. Another step forward. Too close. Kyle pushes against Eric’s chest. 
Predictably, Eric doesn’t back up. He leans in, bearing his weight into Kyle’s attempts to 
shove him away. Kyle can’t help it. He stumbles back until he’s pressed with his back against 
the bathroom wall. Distantly, Kyle wonders how many times he’ll be in this position. How 
many times will he have to be pinned before his mother recovers? How many times will he 
be controlled? How many times will Eric force himself on Kyle before he’s satisfied, how 
many times? How many? “Do you secretly want your mom to die, Kyle? Is that it?” 


“No,” Kyle says. Eric pulls his hands away. He doesn’t touch Kyle, at all. He just stands 
there. Kyle keeps his hands against Eric’s chest, trying to keep distance between their bodies. 


Again, Eric says, “You’re lucky.” 


“Fuck you,” Kyle says, his face contorting with anger. Eric doesn’t like that. He grabs Kyle’s 
shoulders, hard, shaking him and pulling him closer. The eye contact is forced. Kyle doesn’t 
look away. 


“I wonder what your tears taste like,” Eric says. The shock of the statement alone, the pure 
disgust it holds, makes Kyle fall utterly still. Eric leans closer, until their foreheads are 
touching. Kyle doesn’t like it, but he’s pressed against the wall. He tries to turn his head. 
Eric’s nose bumps his cheek. His breath is hot, too hot, and it smells like the hamburger he 
must have eaten for lunch. Kyle holds his breath. “I wonder...” 


Eric lowers his head, pressing his nose into the place under Kyle’s jaw, against his pulse. His 
mouth opens, he speaks, and his breath heats up Kyle’s skin. Wet. Humid. 


“...what your skin tastes like, when you get scared, when you sweat,” Eric says. He inhales. 
Kyle can hear it, deep, right under his ear. Kyle stares at the light fixture above them, where a 
bug keeps running into the bulb, landing and taking off repeatedly. Tiny thuds, little thunks, 
click click click 


(kick kick kick ) 


“And I wonder,” Eric hisses, rubbing his cheek up Kyle’s neck, to his jaw. He pulls back an 
inch, breathing shakily directly against the shell of Kyle’s ear, “What your face looks like 
when the bitch is dead.” 


When Eric pulls away, Kyle is shaking. He doesn’t want to be. He doesn’t feel fear, 
necessarily. There’s a crawling urchin of disgust under his skin, pushing at his every pore, but 
he’s not afraid. He will not admit such a powerful emotion, nor will he collapse under the so- 
called "control" of Eric. He isn’t afraid. 


So why is his stomach flipping? Why won’t his lungs work? Why isn’t he leaving? Where 
did his voice go? 


Because there’s no way Eric is really in control of his mother’s condition. It doesn’t make 
any sense. It just doesn t. 


“Do you understand?” Eric asks. To Kyle’s surprise, Eric doesn’t look pleased. His 
expression is dead, set and stony. Eric shoves his hands into his pockets, rolling his shoulders 
back and widening his stance in dominance. Kyle swallows. Eric snaps, “Yes or no, do you 
understand?” 


Against every fiber within Kyle’s being, he nods. His throat tightens. 
“Tell me your next task,” Eric says. 


“Meet you in the bathroom,” Kyle says. Eric tenses. He pulls his hand out of his pocket and 
slams it against the wall. Kyle winces at the noise. 


“T said tell me your next task, idiot.” 


Kyle wonders how Eric’s voice stays calm when the rest of him doesn’t. Unwilling to let this 
go, Kyle allows the aggression to come out. He snaps, “Fine, I’Il fucking fail the next stupid 
test.” 


Because Kyle isn’t afraid of being hit, and Eric is a coward. 


Eric seems pleased with this. His expression doesn’t change, his posture doesn’t change, but 
he puts his hand back into his pocket. 


“You can go,” Eric says. Permission. Juvenile. Stupid. Kyle doesn’t need permission to do 
something. 


( kick kick kick 
[I AM IN CONTROL] 
Kick. Kick. Kick. ) 


Kyle slips past Eric, making sure not to make contact with him. He doesn’t want to involve 
himself in anything physical. He doesn’t want to spark any ideas in Eric’s brain. Kyle isn’t 
afraid of being hit, but he’s afraid of something else he can’t explain. The power dynamic is 
nonexistent, he tells himself, and maybe it’s to make himself feel better. His mom will be 
fine. He will be fine. 


“If you don’t fail the test,” Eric says, bored, “P1 kill her.” 


Kyle doesn’t reply. He doesn’t know what he’s supposed to say. He pauses just in front of the 
door, mid-reach for the lock. He has two weeks until the next test. Surely, Eric isn’t going to 
keep his mom sick that long. Surely, his mom will get better before then. It doesn’t make 
sense. It just doesn’t make any fucking sense. 


Kyle unlocks the door. He grabs the handle. But he doesn’t turn it. He doesn’t leave. 


“Lunchroom and bathroom are both just one word,” Kyle says. He hears Eric turn around. He 
can feel the dead-eyed glare, the firm spine and sturdy stance twisting. 


“What?” Eric asks. 


“Your text,” Kyle says. He stares at his hand, where it touches the door handle, where he 
could leave. He thinks about the permission. He should leave right now. 


Eric grunts. “What about it?” 

Quiet. 

Feel the air. 

Oxygen. 

It buzzes everywhere. 

“You put spaces,” Kyle says, “but they’re both just one word.” 


The bell rings, and Kyle leaves. He thinks of little victories. The war he might not win, but 
the list of battles he will complete. Kenny and Butters are gone, but Stan is still at the table. 
Kyle approaches, maybe a little out of it, but he won’t admit it. He cleans up his spot quickly, 


his stomach protesting silently at the sight of food. After packing everything up, Kyle pulls 
his backpack over his shoulder and leaves the cafeteria with Stan. 


“Are you okay?” Stan asks. “You were in there a long time, I got kinda worried.” 


“I’m fine,” Kyle says. He wants to cringe at the fact that his tone is so stiff, but he doesn’t. 
He makes it seem purposeful. Tries to. Stan doesn’t look convinced, but he doesn’t look 
unconvinced, either. They split ways. 


In the middle of AP Chemistry, it hits Kyle that Eric might not be making her sick. 
But he doesn’t have to be the one making her sick, does he? 
He could still kill her. 


Maybe that’s the point. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Dissociation 


Chapter Summary 


Kyle isn’t in it anymore. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Before Stan even comes back with the weed, everything starts to feel funny. With the world 
distorting around him, Kyle sinks into the mattress of Stan’s bed and stares up at the ceiling. 
His fingers, numb with a feeling he’s not used to, pick at the edges and length of his sleeves. 
The world is too sharp. It has too many things, with too many visuals and colors and lights. 
Simultaneously, his brain won’t think. It won’t conjure images that he’s used to fighting off, 
it won’t tell him things he wants to forget. It is silent. He’s left bare, open to the world, 
drowning in a room where the only sound he can hear is the ringing in his ears. It’s 
simultaneously too loud and too quiet, a tinny beep of a noise that pressurizes in his skull and 
makes his eyes feel incredibly forced to close. His limbs, heavy as pure burden, stop moving. 
His fingers stop picking, his lungs ache to breathe. He takes in oxygen, but it doesn’t feel like 
it’s coming in. His incessant attempts at breathing deeply do nothing for his need for air. He 
doesn’t know what he’s doing, anymore, and pieces of him start to disappear. The pieces of 
him that were conscious attempt to viciously clear, but they don’t succeed. They stay, as 
fighting pokes of what his brain is supposed to feel like. The ones that do leave go silently. 
They leave so quickly, so quietly, that he doesn’t even realize what he’s missing. He knows 
he’s missing something, but he doesn’t know what. He just knows that it was there a second 
ago, and now it’s not. 


And now he’s staring up at the ceiling, with eyes burning and vision darkening because he 
refuses to let himself blink, and he doesn’t understand how he got here. 


He tries to tell himself to breathe, but the thought of such a thing flits away into silence. The 
ringing in his ears remains. It’s a constant, he supposes, though he doesn’t know if he wants 
that to be the only constant he’s capable of owning. It irritates him, maybe, or it makes him 
feel agitated or angry. Or, maybe, that’s what he wants it to make him feel. Because he 
doesn’t. Feel, that is. He doesn’t feel. 


That’s a new sensation. A loss, an empty, a blank. He is a slate, something he can’t even 
comprehend. He doesn’t feel inside of himself. He’s just a character, watching everything 
happen around him, waiting for something to happen. He is a puppet, waiting for the next 
forsaken task from Eric, waiting for the humiliation of the thoughts of Stan or the beating 
hurt inside of his chest for his mother, who lays sick in a bed and he can’t save her. He can’t 
save anything. And he wonders, maybe a little unjustly, if he even exists— and, if he doesn’t 
exist, is it worth it to entertain the thought that he should keep up the illusion? If he closes his 


eyes, and doesn’t move and doesn’t think and doesn’t talk and doesn’t breathe... will he go 
away? Will it all go away? 


Another piece of himself fizzes out. It’s the piece of him that knows who he is. It’s the piece 
of him who gets it. He always thought that piece of him was gone, but apparently it wasn’t, 
because he suddenly knows it isn’t there anymore. Click, click, click. Pieces break off and 
fall into an abyss he hopes will vanish. 


Why is he sitting here? What is he doing? Where is he? 


Stan is back in the room. Kyle doesn’t know how he knows, because he can’t really see that 
well. He doesn’t tear his gaze away from the corner of the ceiling, where a cobweb rests, 
dusty and abandoned. He just knows Stan is there. 


Maybe it’s his presence. Maybe it’s a soul thing. 


“I don’t think I consist of anything,” Kyle says, maybe a bit abruptly. The thing that 
characterized Stan’s existence flickers. Kyle wants to feel concern— about the fact that Stan 
suddenly feels less bright, or the fact that Kyle can barely hear himself over the empty heavy 
ringing in his ears— but he doesn’t. He just breaks his mouth into a stupid grin, enjoying the 
way it feels to say that. It gives his entire chest a certain realm of lightness, like saying it is 
enough to help him feel better. But it’s an action with no thought. 


“What?” Stan asks, and Kyle doesn’t know how to answer. His body, loose, rolls onto its 
side. 


Kyle isn’t in it anymore. 
Kyle isn’t in it at all. 


“Pieces,” Kyle’s mouth concludes. Stan gazes at Kyle, his eyes confused. But instead of 
being wide, like normal, they’re narrow. Stan’s confusion is to a depth Kyle’s eyes have 
never seen before. It’s funny, says the heart in Kyle’s chest, and his body responds to the 
feeling by beginning to laugh— just a little. His hand comes up to push his hair away, even 
though it wasn’t getting in his eyes or anything. His body is light. Heavy, but light. Easy to 
move but hard, like a dream. That’s it. That must be it. He’s dreaming. “But they’re gone, 
okay? They’re gone, that’s all, it’s just not there like it used to be.” 


Kyle concludes his mouth works better when he’s not in control of it. 


Stan frowns. He straightens up from where he’d been, huddled at his desk rolling a joint. 
Kyle’s eyes observe. Stan hesitates— one minute, two, three, or maybe they’re seconds? 


Stan rubs his palms on his jeans and steadily steps over, more in-control than Kyle’s brain 
ever has been, and crawls up onto the mattress next to Kyle. There’s a split-second of 
distance that Kyle gains, in that moment of closeness. His body is calm, and won’t move. 
Stan presses the back of his hand over Kyle’s forehead, as if feeling for fever. “Kyle, are you 
okay?” Stan asks. Kyle’s head turns, looking up at the face he’s been in love with for all of 


these years. At the face he wants to hold and be held by. Kyle’s hand pats Stan’s cheek. He 
feels good, but it’s a weird kind of good. A wrong kind of good. Why? 


“I’m not real,” Kyle’s mouth says, but this time, he doesn’t want to say it. The lightness hits 
something higher, a lither note, until he feels like he’s suspended in the air by threads sturdier 
than the trunks of youthful, strong trees. “I don’t feel real, this doesn’t feel real.” 


Concern takes over Stan’s face even more, and that frown deepens, creating this expression 
that Kyle’s eyes don’t enjoy looking at. Stan smooths back Kyle’s hair, being gentle like 
Kyle’s body will break. Stan shifts so he’s laying next to Kyle rather than hovering over him. 
The next thing Kyle’s body knows, Stan is talking— he’s speaking, muttering, saying 
something, but Kyle’s attention drifts. Kyle’s head turns and his eyes take in the image of 
Stan looking at him. Another wash of calm kicks in. Kyle just lets it happen. Kyle’s fine with 
what will happen if he lets it happen. He doesn’t know what’s happening, but he’s not afraid 
of it like he wants to be. 


“T feel like I’m in a dream,” Kyle’s mouth says. Then, it won’t stop speaking. Rambling. His 
throat keeps chuckling, and his mouth keeps smiling. “This doesn’t feel real, it’s so weird, I 
feel like I’m dreaming.” 


“I know,” Stan says. He grabs Kyle’s hand, lacing their fingers together. His skin is warm, 
Kyle thinks, but most of all, it’s mildly rough. It’s not dry, like Kenny’s, and it’s not soft as a 
girls’, like Butters’, and it’s not cold or sweaty or burning aching angry like Eric’s. Kyle is 
weirdly okay. For some reason, Stan’s eyes go soft. “Hey, Kyle, you seem a little distant 
there, what’re you thinking about?” 


Kyle’s shoulders shrug, awkward. 


“You don’t know,” Stan says, a repetition or confirmation. Kyle doesn’t answer. Stan tightens 
his grip. “Okay, I want you to pay attention to my touch, alright? Just focus on me holding 
your hand, dude, just think about that.” 


“Why?” Kyle’s mouth asks. The question feels foreignly easy. Stupidly childish, like he 
should already know the answer, but it’s a ridiculous notion that he should understand it 
already. He hardly knows what’s happening around him. He knows what’s happening, but he 
doesn’t really know, y’ know? 


How funny is that? 


“Because I think you’re doing that space-out thing,” Stan says. He’s calm. Like this is simple, 
like everything is okay, like this is a normal thing he’s dealt with hundreds of thousands of 
times before. Kyle can’t find it in himself to care. He feels high and dopey and stupid. 


“That’s bullshit,” Kyle’s mouth says. Stan laughs, but it’s hollow. Kyle’s ears don’t make the 
connection. He laughs with Stan. He withdraws his hand from Stan’s, rolling onto his back. 
After a second, he rolls onto his other side. He gazes at the weed supplies still sitting on the 
desk. “It’s getting late, we have to smoke.” 


“Kyle, I don’t think it’s a good idea to smoke right now,” Stan says. Kyle’s body doesn’t 
make any moves to look over. “I don’t know why this is happening, like, maybe it’s stress 
from midterms coming up, or maybe the myths are actually true and it’s the weed making 
you get memory-high, or whatever, but I don’t think adding drugs on top of this is a good 
idea.” 


“Of course you don’t,” Kyle mutters. It’s sharp, barbed— something he doesn’t know if he 
means. For a moment, Stan is quiet. 


“What?” he asks. 


“You're being paranoid,” says Kyle. His arms push himself up, and his feet bring him over to 
the desk. He examines the joint Stan had been working on and tries to put the pieces together 
of how to fucking do this shit. All it achieves is him staring blankly at the table, though. Stan 
comes up behind him a few seconds later, gently pulling him back by the shoulders. 


“I’m not being paranoid,” defends Stan. “If you wanna get technical, you’re the one being 
paranoid, but I don’t think that’s a line we want to touch right now.” 


Kyle picks out the texture of the desk. The pattern prickles details into his eyes. He blinks it 
away, but the memory of it still lingers. It swirls in the blank gray of Stan’s wall as he gazes 
at it. He glances at the window, at the door, at the ceiling, at the floor. 


One. 
Two. 
Three? 


The dizziness of the dream fades away a little, and Kyle finds the energy to pull himself out 
of Stan’s grip. Stan reaches out again. 


“Kyle—” 
But Kyle spins around and snaps, “Don’t!” 


Stan falls silent. The narrow of concern is no longer there. It’s replaced with the wide of the 
confusion, the gaze of trying to understand what’s been going on. Kyle hates that look, he 
decides. He tries to blink away the rest of the issues within his sight, tries to take in enough 
air to get his head to start thinking straight. He still doesn’t know if he’s here, but he’s aware 
enough to know this is different. Slowly, to what he can only assume are his own efforts of 
deep-breathing, he starts to understand where he is and why. 


“I said I wanted to smoke,” Kyle says, firming his voice. Stan’s brows twitch downward. 
Kyle ignores the expression, glancing at the forgotten weed. He doesn’t remember touching 
it, but there’s some on the floor next to Stan’s desk. Not a lot, but a little. Just enough to be 
noticeable. Like a tiny bit of lawn clippings, or crumpled and rotting paper. 


He looks back up at Stan, furrowing his own brows so Stan knows he’s not fucking around. 
Kyle is sick and tired of not being taken seriously, for fuck’s sake. He’s never good enough 


for the people around him. They don’t let him make his own goddamn decisions. Why can’t 
they leave him be? 


“Can we just smoke, Stan?” Kyle asks, sarcastic and sardonic and so distant, buzzing, 
ringing, he cannot hear or see or smell or taste, he just needs. “Do we have your permission 
to do that? Or do I have to promise we’|1 do the mushy feelings stuff? Because I’m honestly 
half-tempted to grab the weed and just leave.” 


Stan, with a mildly panicked expression, silently acquiesces. 
Kyle fears himself. 


And, lost, Kyle realizes that he doesn’t care. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Intermission III 


Chapter Summary 


In the stillness, he is dead. 


Kyle is a liar, did you know that? 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The first thing Kyle asks when he enters is, “Why is he intubated?” 


It feels like a slap in the face. An image his struggling brain lacks the tools to fully 
comprehend, something he could only wish to perceive with the clarity he once took for 
granted. Now, in the midst of the muddled, he stumbles, surrounded on all sides with walls 
that do nothing to hold him upright. In the dark, he is alone. In the quiet, he is forgotten. 


In the stillness, he is dead. 


Someone’s there. Rustling and shuffling with the blankets stuck in the shelf on that stupid 
dresser unit that no one’s actually using for anything. Something rises in Kyle’s chest, a 
protectiveness, a sensitivity that urges to rip his insides from the outside to the center. 


The hospital room smells like cleaner and tape, the glue from envelopes and weak paste. 
Brownies that taste like salt with flavorless attempts at peanut butter sandwiches, a 
horrifically concentrated mixture of particles that he wants to scream at, to yell at the top of 
his lungs GET OUT! GET THE FUCK OUT! 


“Kyle?” 


Kyle doesn’t look at the person, the husk of a human being, the twisted figure, because it 
doesn’t exist. His vision remains strict on the form of Stan so comfortable in the too-soft 
hospital bed. The lights are off, all of them. The only illumination sheds in from the mild 
glow of the nurse’s station just outside the room. It’s fucking depressing in here. It’s dark and 
fucking depressing. 


“Kyle.” 


Oh, and don’t forget the machine in the corner. The one with all the numbers, with the color- 
coded vital signs, the blood pressure and heartbeats and oxygen levels. Kyle is a liar, did you 
know that? He said there were no lights in this room, but there are... that’s not right, now, is 

it? He can’t be a liar, he can’t be, you don’t understand, okay? Because if he’s a liar about 


this, what’s to stop anyone from saying he’s a liar about other things, too? About the crushing 
terror, and the way he wakes up choking at night? Liar, liar, liar— 


“Kyle. 29 


Hands wrap around Kyle’s wrists, pulling him backwards, away from the colors. It’s just 
dark, then. Just a deep gray hospital room, full of the thickness that comes with nighttime. He 
wants to succumb to it. He wants to give in to it, to allow it his body as a vessel, just so he 
won’t have to be a part of it all anymore. He doesn’t care if his consciousness is taken up 
with vibrations and meaningless darkness, he just wants it to stop. He just wants the pain to 
stop. He just wants it to... 


“Kyle— Kyle, stop.” 


Kyle is turned around, pulled into the crushing hold of the stranger. The stranger, they smell 
like mint. Like overpowering chewing gum, flavored without sugar and branding proudly 
without the particles. Under the mint is the smell of bleach and baking soda. When Kyle’s 
eyes finally open to the world around him, he sees the red of their high school’s letterman 
jacket. His hands, dry, claw at the fabric, not caring if he ruins the jacket of the stranger. In 
fact, he wouldn’t mind tearing the jacket to pieces. The stranger doesn’t seem to mind, either. 
The stranger just holds him, the stranger just— the stranger... 


Is Clyde. 


“You can’t do that, dude, you can’t touch the machines,” Clyde mutters, walking backward 
slowly. Kyle, still clinging tight, follows. In a matter of seconds— blurring before his eyes, 
confusing him—, Kyle and Clyde are seated on the floor next to the window. Light from the 
full moon comes in, peppering the floor with reflections. Kyle counts them among the tiles. 
Clyde does not let go of Kyle's wrists, keeping his hands immobile. Tight. Kyle thinks. 


“This isn’t neurology,” Kyle whispers, forcing his gaze down, unwilling to see the laminated 
posters about stroke scales and brain bleeds that the doctors use for diagnosis and informative 
communication and care. “This isn’t neurology, he didn’t have a stroke.” 

There’s a second of quiet before Clyde says anything. “It’s okay, Kyle,” he says. Kyle looks 
up, eyes unfocused in the mix of stimuli— or lack of it. Clyde stares back at him, his brows 
furrowed and mouth gently smiling. 


“Stop trying to reassure me,” Kyle snaps. 


Clyde’s hopeful expression remains. 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted on sunday, may Sth 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


A Lack of Sickness 


Chapter Summary 


...no, he can't do that. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place before the sleep-over in SYSBFK Chapter 6: Overpriced 
Mistakes 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


The two weeks between tests is up too quickly. With an overfilled backpack and a number 
two pencil, Kyle fails the next AP Chem test as instructed by Eric. Maybe it’s a little strange, 
or maybe it’s just him over-thinking things, but either way he stares at the test he will get zero 
percent on. He thinks not on the things he thought he might. He barely acknowledges the fact 
that his stomach hurts, and he barely realizes just how much his grade will get hit by this. 
Instead, the thing he focuses on is what Ike’s going to do for dinner tonight. 


Kyle is sleeping over at Stan’s this weekend. They’re going to smoke weed and watch 
eighties movies until their lives make sense. That’s Kyle’s plan, at least. He came up with it 
when Stan admitted his parents were going out for most of the weekend. A guilty part of 
Kyle wants to just forget about his family— goodness knows it won’t make a difference if 
he’s home or not, anyway. He still worries, though. He frets over his brother’s safety. He 
fears doing something different in the name of his own relaxation, and he fears indulging 
himself in such selfishness. 


Miss James takes the tests away, one at a time, individually. She barely even glances at his 
test as she picks it up, but even so, his heart tries to leap out of his throat. It’s pounding, silent 
as it is. He lacks the breath necessary to deal. The everything hits him suddenly, like a 
baseball to the chest. He thinks, in some way, it hurts. It squeezes and aches in a nonphysical 
way. It makes his throat constrict like he’s going to scream, but he refuses to do that. In 
defense from the outside world, Kyle squeezes his eyes shut. He rubs at his forehead. He 
could guess at what he feels, but he doesn’t really know. He just needs to smoke. 


ABAACDADACCDBBB. Those were the correct answers on the test. 


Eric kicks him underneath the table, but Kyle hardly feels it. He feels it, of course, but he 
doesn’t feel it. He expects Eric to get angry at the lack of response, but there is no follow-up. 


It was just the one kick. And, maybe, Kyle is relieved about that. But he doesn’t know. He 
just doesn’t. 


He spends fifteen minutes trying to bite back the urge to pick at the skin on the inside of his 
mouth with his teeth. He’s already created a tiny scrape on the inside of his left cheek. He’s 
trying to stop biting it. He’s trying hard. It’s not easy. He can’t stop. He hates the taste of 
blood, but at this point, it’s comforting. He’s been chewing on his cheek since he was a kid. It 
bleeds when he bites it, now, and although the metallic taste of blood never fails in 
nauseating him, it’s also something he’s gotten strangely used to. 


Bitter. 
Sharp. 
Ouch. 


The kick Kyle was waiting for. The one that tells him how Eric is feeling. He glances up, to 
look at Eric and gauge his reaction to whatever it is he’s reacting to, but there’s nothing. 
Blank. Eric’s face, turned down to examine the brightly-lit screen of his phone. Kyle looks 
back down at the table. He counts the stripes in the artificial wood grain. He bites his cheek. 
Picks at the skin. Thinks of holes and crevices, places he can fill with the things he wants to 
hide or where he himself can hide. He gulps at the intrusion of blood. The imagery of it is 
gone, something he can’t picture, yet it’s exactly the way he remembers. 


Bitter, sharp, salt. 


Kyle feels like he’s going to throw up. Nausea grips his stomach, makes his chest go cold and 
lips go numb. He’s shaking, and he might be pale, but he doesn’t know. He remembers every 
other time he vomited. The casual illness and the more serious things. His kidney and Eric’s 
kidney inside of his body and milk and a hand on his stomach. The scar tingles, triggering his 
body to react, instinctive in clenching his abdominal muscles to ward off the phantom 
ticklishness. Without thinking about it, he rubs the spot, replacing the ghost hand with his 
own, recalibrating his own brain’s natural reaction to external sources by a futile attempt of 
self-correction. It’s just his hand. His own hand. 


He must look pretty awful, because Miss James comes up to him. She places her hand on the 
table surface in front of him, urging his attention without making sudden movements or 
saying much of anything. He looks up, politely turning his attention to her. For a second, he’s 
afraid. She saw his test, she saw that he failed, she saw the zero and now she’ll be so 
disappointed that she fails him and he’ll have to repeat the class or he won’t graduate on time 
and he has a lot riding on this fucking class, he can’t handle that. He breathes in, silent. She’s 
frowning. 


“Kyle,” she says, her voice barely above a whisper, “Are you okay?” 


There isn’t much time left in class. He knows he can make it, if he really wanted to, but he 
doesn’t. There’s a tense, yet gaping feeling in the pit of his stomach, out of breath as if he’d 
just run a mile. He shakes his head, swallowing, muttering an apology as he asks if he can go 
to the nurse. “I’m not feeling well,” he says, like this is just a random bout of illness that he’ Il 


be over in a matter of hours. But he’s starting to psych himself out, and he can’t flip his shit 
in class. His instinct to bail overrides his instinct to stick it out. Thankfully, she nods, writes 
him a pass, and sends him on his merry way. 


His legs are shaking as he walks the hallway, taking the route to the nurse’s office like he’s 
actually sick. He’s not. But then that feeling comes back, that I’m going to throw up feeling, 
the same one that clenches his gut and heats his throat and numbs his lips, except it spreads 
from his mouth to his entire face, and he can’t. 


He ducks into the first bathroom he finds, and almost loses it when he sees the sink he was 
pinned to around two weeks ago. He hadn’t realized it, but he hasn’t stepped foot in this 
bathroom since that incident. He blanks his mind and takes sturdy strides forward, locking 
himself in one of the stalls and dropping his backpack on the floor. He stares at the toilet. At 
the water. Looking at it makes him think of illness. Of all of it. Everything. 


And he pays attention to the particles. He contemplates the looks of them, the anatomy and 
makeup of the water. H20. 


Sickeningly, his thoughts turn to food. His jaw follows the strange feeling in his lips. The 
idea of eating is so disgusting, so horribly atrocious, that he can’t handle it. So many 
particles in one area. Too many things condensed into a single form of matter, which is 
ingested and turned into energy and waste and it’s disgusting. He doesn’t want to think about 
it, but he can’t stop it. He rubs at his face, trying to regain the feeling of being in his own 
head. He glances at the ceiling, expecting to find cameras, expecting to find eyes, someone 
watching, but there’s nothing. Just pale, just white, just light just bright just too much too 
much too fast and he can t 


Stop thinking. 


He presses the fingertips of his left hand against his lips, settling on the surface of them, 
where they’re rough and slightly chapped and maybe a little broken from the biting. The 
nausea threatens to double him over, but his stomach is settling and he knows his body won’t 
do it on its own. 


His phone buzzes. He pulls it out of his pocket, examining the text from Eric, where it sits 
just below the one from this morning. 


Fatass 


Today 6:22 AM 
TRYING AGAIN!!!;; Fail. The. Test. 


Today 2:42 PM 
Good boy ;))) 


He breathes, blinks, focuses on the way his head is trying to make him drop. Fall, collapse, 
faint, whatever. He doesn’t. He pushes his phone into his backpack, forgets. Forgets about it. 
All of it. Everything. 


More particles. More food. More thoughts. 


It feels like it’s coming from behind him. A whisper. External. He doesn’t look over, because 
he knows he’s alone, but he still feels like it’s talking to him rather than in him. 


..no, he can’t do that. 
He can’t. 


It’s his own brain. He’s telling himself to do something he doesn’t really know if he wants to 
do. 


And maybe he isn’t thinking straight. 
Something in his vision shifts, blurring the lines like his eyes are coated in water. 


He lowers himself to his knees in front of the toilet. As disgusting as it is, it’s like he’s 
submitting to it. Such a horrid thought. Just another thing to add to the list. Just another thing 
to try and ignore. Just another guilt trip he’ll force himself through later, where thoughts 
worm in and tell him he’s the most despicable person. 


He leans forward, bracing himself with one hand on the back of the toilet, because like hell 
he’s touching that fucking seat. With his free hand, he prepares, unsure of how he’s going to 
go about this. He’s never self-induced vomiting before, so he doesn’t know exactly what he’s 
doing. Kyle assures himself that no one is watching, that no one is judging him, because he is 
alone in this bathroom, and for once he doesn’t need to worry about what other people think. 


This is entirely him. 


Feeling a little better, a little more calm, a little more quiet— Kyle opens his mouth and 
places two fingers in, slow in the movement of inching them back. He feels nothing, at first, 
just the presence of his fingers against his tongue, but then something shifts and he hits the 
limit of his gag reflex. Out of pure instinct, he yanks his fingers out of his mouth and doubles 
over the toilet bowl, coughing something harsh. Nothing comes up. It’s just him choking, 
gasping for breath, recovering from a strange dry-heave that did nothing to soothe the ache 
deep within himself. His eyes water. 


Fuck. Okay, this time I'll get it out. 
He shifts to try again. 
The bell rings. 


Sounds of students hurrying, stampeding out of their classrooms in a rush to the doors to get 
home for the weekend. There’s always an influx of people heading towards the bathrooms 
after class lets out. He shoves himself up, stumbling to his feet and flushing the toilet just to 
make it sound like he did something normal, or at least got a product out of it. The door to the 
bathroom swings open, and in walks another guy. Kyle swallows his nerves— an ironic idea, 
all things considering— and pushes his way out of the stall. He’s shaking, quivering like he 
actually threw up, even though he very much didn’t. 


As awful as it sounds, he is disappointed in himself. 


Kyle sidles up next to the sink, squirting (enetwethreefourpumps) a bit of soap into his 
hand. He waves his hand under the sensor of the tap and starts lathering, trying to scrub the 


invisible evidence of his idiocy out of his skin. 
“Oh, hey, dude!” 


Kyle flinches, looking up. Stan gazes back at him, this casual smile on his face. Kyle returns 
the smile, but he doesn’t feel it. “Hey,” he says. “Small world.” 


“Yeah, whatever,” Stan says, huffing a laugh. “Jesus, man, just what the hell were you 
doing?” 


Blood runs cold. Tastes sharp in his mouth. Remembrance of his own gagging, the way it felt 
to choke and have no tangible result. A horrible thought that makes no sense, and feels utterly 
fucking stupid now that he’s out of the heat of the moment. He clears his throat, asking, 
“What?” as cautiously as possible. 


“That’s a fuck ton of soap right there,” Stan says, gesturing to the (admittedly, insane) 
amount of suds bubbling up under the water stream. Stan settles at the sink next to Kyle, just 
lingering. Existing. Being friendly. “You jerk off in here or something?” 


“Oh wow, creative,” Kyle says. He rolls his eyes, but he’ll admit, he’s relieved. The tension 
leaves his shoulders. He rinses the rest of the soap off (vet-re-tet efean-enongh) and grabs a 
paper towel. Stan snorts, lifting his hands into the air like he’s innocent. 


“Dude, just saying, lots of soap.” Stan drops his backpack on the ground, overly confident 
that nothing will happen to it in the meantime as he wanders over to one of the urinals. “You 
ready for Better Off Dead tonight?” 


“Hell yeah,” Kyle says. 

Stan starts undoing his fly. The situation suddenly clicks in Kyle’s mind, and he makes a face. 
“Ew,” he says. Stan startles, halting. 

“What?” 


“I” begins Kyle firmly, pulling his backpack more thoroughly over his shoulder, “Will be 
waiting at the front door for you, goodbye.” 


“Oh,” says Stan, teasing, “Is it the pee thing again?” 
Kyle waves, reiterating “Goodbye!” when he pushes the door open. 


He can’t help but cringe with Stan playfully calling, “It’s just pee!” as he leaves. 


Chapter End Notes 


hey guys. i wasn't able to find any eating disorder hotlines, so i'll be doing more research 
on those and post them in the end note if/when 1 find them. but 1 want to take the time to 
say that it's extremely important to get help if you or someone you know has an eating 
disorder. talk to someone you trust and get the help you/they need. stay safe. <3 


next update will be posted monday, may 6th 
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This Doesn't Count 


Chapter Summary 


Because the scale is off by twenty pounds. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place after SYSBFK Chapter 9: A Modern-Day Renegade 


content warning for vomit. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Coming back from the hospital is difficult for everyone tonight. Mom is doing a little better. 
She isn’t shaking as much, and she’s coherent enough to talk, even if it’s a bit difficult to hear 
her— but Dad is stiff and silent as soon as they exit her room, and Ike stares at the ground for 
the entirety of the time they’re out and about. Kyle doesn’t know what he’d been doing, 
himself. He’s still reeling, unsure of how his body takes up the space around him. It’s weird 
to think about. He tries not to. They climb into the car. It starts, and the car creeps out of the 
parking ramp. His gaze, not unlike a stare, focuses on a spot on the window. 


Allowing a loss of himself, his brain wanders to memories of this morning. 
[ “Why? What's different about me?” 


Anger. The most distinct thing inside of him at that moment was anger. An all-encompassing 
heat that tried to push him up and out the door, but he refused. Kyle stayed, stiff and still in 
that kitchen chair, as he waited for Stan to stutter out his response. “I don't mean—” Stan cut 
off. “I just... you're Kyle—”’ 


“Thank you, captain obvious, for teaching me my fucking name,” Kyle snapped, agitated by 
the nondescript response. “What's that got to do with anything?” 


“You're my best friend, ” Stan said, like that explained something monumental between them 
that Kyle had been missing. There was a sense of believe-me, and something else that he 
couldn t place. Infuriating. It hurt Kyle, but Stan kept talking. ““And— I mean, kissing can be 
platonic.” ] 


His mom might die. 


Is it weird to say it doesn’t evoke a reaction from him? 


He loves her, and the idea of her just... not being there is impossible to comprehend. It’s so 
incomprehensible, in fact, that he can’t wrap his brain around the feelings he’s supposed to be 
overwhelmed with. He’s seen movies, and he’s seen shows. He’s read books. People cry 
about this sort of thing— and he has, he cried. As of now, however, things are stagnant. She 
isn’t recovering. She isn’t getting worse, but she isn’t getting much better, either. And maybe, 
in a way, it’s like he’s already lost her. 


He comes home every day wanting to talk to her about his day, but she isn’t there. 
[ “Are you planning on telling Wendy?” Kyle asked, withdrawn. 

Stan paused. “Of course not.” 

“Why not?” 


A look crossed Stan 5 face, tense. Kyle watched it as it left. Stan attempted an explanation, 
saying, “I don't want to hurt her, I—” 


But Kyle cut him off. “What about this would hurt her?” Kyle asked. He wanted to get this 
through Stan 8 stupid thick skull, but he was starting to doubt. He tried to silently ask, tried to 
convey his frustration, but Stan just stared, wide-eyed and fearful, inside of himself. “Tt was 
platonic, right, Stan?” 


Stan's mouth lingered open, though they both knew he had nothing to say. His face was red, 
embarrassed, maybe. Stan brought his hands up to his hair, carding his fingers through the 
strands and locks. “It... but— it doesn't mean anything. ” 


Stan said it like he was trying to convince himself. ] 


And the house is silent, y’know? Like there’s a massive amount of foundation missing, or 
there’s a hole in the air, and he doesn’t even remember what it felt like to have it there in the 
first place. It’s January, for fuck’s sake. A month. Is that really how long it takes to recover 
from pneumonia? Is there something he’s not getting? 


The car bumps and growls, a false floor beneath Kyle. Among the hundreds and thousands of 
other things that are uncertain, he is more aware of everything that exists. 


Why else would he feel the car so acutely? Why else would his eyes go from full screen to 
wide screen? His peripheral vision is more pronounced, more vivid. He rubs at his eyes to get 
the strange panning-sensation of them away, as if they’re cameras with smudges. The car 
shakes. That’s what it is. It’s shaking, unsteady as the wheels fly haphazardly across the 
highway, lights poking out through the cover of darkness. He can’t make out the distinctions 
between which lights come from where. 


In this car, Kyle is not safe. 


[ Kyle always knew this wouldn t work. He didn t even know why he liked Stan so much, 
sometimes. “What doesn't mean anything?” Kyle asked. Stan shook his head, but the 
movement was so minuscule, Kyle had to wonder if Stan even noticed himself doing it. 


“The kisses, and shit, I mean— it doesn't mean anything, right? So, it doesn't count.” 
It doesnt count. 
Of course it doesn t count, why the fuck would it count? ] 


They’re going too fast down this highway, aren’t they? Kyle doesn’t look away from the 
window, so he doesn’t know what the speedometer reads, but he doesn’t care. The number is 
a liar. Numbers always lie. Why else would he feel like they’re going eighty? Why else 
would he feel like the date doesn’t matter? Why else would he look in a mirror and see 
nothing but fat and too much and places where he could slim down, but when he steps on the 
scale he only sees /35? 


[ Kyle was just a puppet to Stan, too. His throat threatened to voice that. Kyle opened his 
mouth to speak, though he only ended up closing it without saying anything further. Its not 
like there were actually two parts to this equation. Kyle thought about his cup, thought about 
the water, thought about the toilet. He thought about all of it. He swallowed. And then, he 
opened his mouth again, though he said something different than what his brain had been 
urging him to. 


“ We shouldn't do it again. ” ] 

Because numbers lie. 

Because the speedometer is broken. 
Because the scale is off by twenty pounds. 
They always lie. 

They’re going too fast. 

He’s too big. 


Too many particles in too little space, a container full of volume that he can feel and see and 
understand— something a scale can’t possibly realize, because it’s an inanimate object. There 
is no sentience, there is no common sense, there’s just a program that comes up with a digital 
number that, at some point, decided to start subtracting twenty from the real sum because 
because because it is a program, made up of numbers. 


Numbers lie. Averages mean nothing. 135 is 155, and 155 is too much. He needs to get down 
to 115 on the scale if he wants to be average. Because the scale is off by twenty pounds. It has 
to be. He needs to get rid of twenty pounds. 


Kyle is nauseous. With the return of the nausea, comes the return of the thoughts. 
Get it out. 


[ It was laughable. Stan sounded hurt, muttering, “What?” ] 


It'll help. 


“Dad,” Kyle says, glancing over to his father. Dad hums, his gaze still tight on the future of 
the road ahead of them. Kyle doesn’t reply for a second, putting effort into swallowing the 
saliva gathering in his mouth. There’s too much. Particles and enzymes and food to be broken 
down, a rolling heaviness in his soul but not in his body, he whispers, “Can we pull over?” 


It'll make you feel better, get it out. 
“No, why?” Dad asks. Kyle feels his heart sink, a panic. 


“T feel sick,” Kyle replies. He’s trying to put it as delicately as possible while still getting the 
message across, and he thinks it works. Dad glances over to him, an unreadable expression 
on his face. 


“Oh,” Dad says. There’s a second where no one says anything. “T1 pull over when I can.” 


Kyle just has to trust him. He goes back to the window, staring at the horizon as they 
approach but never reach it. Rolling down a highway where nothing around them is 
populated scares Kyle. If they were off near the shoulder, he could hop out and puke, but he 
can’t. Too many cars blur past, boxing him in, caging him. Eventually, hints of civilization 
start to come into view. Stop lights and signs, busy intersections and buildings with parking 
lots. 


Dad pulls into the parking lot of a nearby strip mall. As soon as they’re parked, Kyle 
unbuckles himself, slowly getting out of the car as to not agitate the heaviness in his stomach. 


The nausea will go away, get it out. 


“T’m going to go walk for a bit,” Kyle says. He shuts the car door behind him. He walks 
through the divider of grass that separates the main road from the parking lot. He finds a tree, 
halting next to it, gazing out at the traffic and pauses and lulls, little cars following slow 
semis, the common SUV. 


He decides it’s too bright. He grips the front of his jacket and starts walking again, 
meandering down as far away as possible, into the dark beyond the stores where it’s just a 
section of undisturbed trees that are looking utterly bare from the winter. 


[ “Kiss— or anything else, for that matter, we shouldn't do anything else... it was a dumb 
mistake, anyway, right?” Kyle stood from the kitchen table, the fingers of his right hand 
clasping the mug through its handle. ] 


Kyle finds a good place and settles, hiding himself from view as much as possible with the 
widest tree he can find— a naked, shaking oak. He stares at the ground, at the dirty snow and 
dead grass poking up through the occasional miserable lack of white. It’s unclean, a sludge of 
mush and nature. His stomach starts to calm. 


And Kyle starts to panic. 


Because he needs to— 


[ Mid-walk toward the sink to dump the rest of his beverage— ] 
—GET IT OUT— 
[ —the mug snapped. |] 


Kyle sticks his fingers into his mouth, barely noting that it’s not as weird as it’d been 
yesterday at school. Maybe it’s funny that he’s doing this outside. 


[ Sciences and particles exploded, a combustion where ties were severed and materials were 
shattered. |] 


There’s a sweet spot in the back of his throat that gets him close to the result he needs. He 
coughs and sputters, accidentally scraping his knuckles between his teeth as his jaw tries to 
clench in reflex. 


[ Kyle cussed, but he didn t know what he said. |] 
He makes a choking noise, but he’s too deep in his own head to hear it. 


[ His attempts to catch the mug failed, a miserable drop in his reflexes, something that made 
his entire head hurt. ] 


Another quick adjustment and he pulls his hand away, doubling over to vomit into the filthy 
snow at the base of the tree. 


There goes dinner. 


[ It felt like the planet quaked. When the mug disintegrated into puzzle pieces of porcelain, he 
was inclined to tremble. ] 


With a flushed, overheated face and a sensitive, aching stomach, he grasps at the tree. He 
stares at the vomit. They had chicken and rice for dinner. It looks the same coming up as it 
did going down. How disgusting. So disgusting, but it’s true. 


His throat burns, and his mouth tastes like acid and sour. His stomach churns, threatening to 
puke again just from the sensitivity that stems from an unnecessary induction, but he doesn’t 
care. He spits. 


[ One thing after another after another, all going wrong and splaying in directions 
surrounding him, on the floor at his feet, crushed like a piece of paper in a trash can, ripped 
like an old love note. His chest burned. His heart throbbed. It was too much. ] 


Kyle whispers, “Fuck,” his voice quivering and dry. 


[ Kyle lowered himself to his knees, none too gracefully, trying to sweep up the shards of a 
possession he’d ruined. The sharp edges of the pieces bit into his skin, but he didnt dare hold 
them tight enough to cut. He picked the pieces up one at a time, brushing extra dust into his 
palm, and he knew his hands were shaking. He could see them shake. He didn t know when 


Stan had stood up, but at some point, he had— and he helped, aiding Kyle in cleaning the 
mug. 


“I’m so sorry,” Kyle said, the words tumbling, too loose from his lips, “I didn t mean to drop 
ee 


“Its fine,” Stan interrupted. “It’s fine, dont worry about it, we have a lot of these, so it 
doesn t matter.” ] 


Kyle kicks snow over the evidence, but it’s messy work and it’s not doing much other than 
dampen his shoes with frozen water. Every limb is shaking. His eyes won’t stop tearing up. 
He takes a step back. He wipes his mouth with the back of his jacket sleeve. It smells like 
weed. There’s saliva and vomit on the fingers he used. He meanders a few feet away and 
crouches, rubbing his hand off in a patch of new snow, trying to get it clean. 


[ Love notes and heartaches. Shattered porcelain mugs of water and toilets, expanses of 
clean skin and questions that were too dirty, Kyle lost something. |] 


And Kyle is ashamed of what he’s done. He knows it’s wrong. He feels guilty, bombarded by 
thoughts. 


[ He stared at the shards in his hands, where he cupped them in support, kept them from 
falling back to the tile. ] 


But those thoughts are quieter, now. 


As Kyle looks over at the snow, the base of the tree, the specks and flakes and dead things 
and putrid aftermath of mistakes, he feels strange. He feels sick, and he’s tired, and... 


[ “Oh, right,” Kyle said. He felt like he was going to puke. “You have more than one, so it 
doesn t matter. ” 


Maybe he was proud of the fact that his statement got Stan to fall still. Kyle 5 lungs ached to 
gasp. He coughed once through it, his eyes burning at the realization that Stan wasn t 
denying any of it. 


“This one doesn t mean anything, anyway, isn t that right, Stan?” 
He wasn t denying any of it. 

He was just sitting there. 

Silent. ] 


...he’s in control. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Gum 


Chapter Summary 


Because there’s this thing in his head that makes him fear not being able to do it. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place before SYSBFK Chapter 11: Delusory Reactions and before 
WADBT Chapter 11: Act II Scene IV 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Kyle made the mistake of counting the calories of his lunch. 
410. 
He ate 410 calories, and he can’t stop thinking about it. 


He can feel every single speck. Every single particle, chewing him right back, gnawing on his 
stomach and digging a hole in his very being. It’s uncomfortable. Heavy and distressed, he 
adjusts, trying to focus on the worksheet that Miss James handed out at the beginning of the 
hour. For the most part, chemistry is mind-numbing. It flips the switch that allows him to blur 
out the rest of the world. He can balance equations and put together the particle diagrams and 
forget everything except for the concepts, jotting down the law of conservation of mass, 
theoretical yield, limited and excess reactants— 


But he ate 410 calories for lunch, and 95 for breakfast this morning, and the thought is 
enough. 


505 calories. 
Disgusting, despicable, atrocious, get it out, get it out, get it out. 


Kyle, swallowing down the nausea that he knows isn’t real, finishes the front of the 
worksheet and flips it over. The room, while not silent, is quiet enough for him to recognize 
most everyone is actually working. The occasional table of people who don’t really care 
about chemistry are goofing off, tossing balls of paper at each other and laughing about 
sexual encounters they had in the backs of their cars. Someone talks about an incident that 
occurred with weed, gossiping about themselves to their friend, but Kyle doesn’t focus on 
that. 


He categorizes the numbers on the page. Into pockets of prime and lines of integers. He picks 
out the points, adjusts them to fractions, calculates the masses of moles and elements and 
understands the grams but still it isn’t enough to allow him to forget. 


The urge is still there, to dismiss himself quickly and duck into the bathroom and stick his 
fingers down his throat to get it out, and— 


The thought, frighteningly explicit, suddenly builds pressure in his throat. His gag reflex 
threatens to trigger without external involvement. It startles him, because he suddenly can’t 
tell if he’s genuinely sick or not. He can’t think about it, though. His saliva sticks in his throat 
somewhere, making him start to cough through it. He tries to do so quietly, but it’s difficult to 
recover his breath from the momentary choking. He presses his hand to his mouth, doing his 
best to stifle the sound. But, of course, the room falls quiet. 


Maybe it sounded like he was going to puke. Maybe they’re afraid he will. Maybe he’s afraid 
he will take advantage of that. 


“Dude,” Clyde mutters, leaning over the table. He scoots into Eric’s seat, to be closer to Kyle 
so they can whisper more effectively. Eric isn’t here, today. Kyle hasn’t seen him all day, and 
in some ways, that does freak him out. Finally managing to catch his breath, Kyle lowers his 
hand and dips his attention back to the worksheet. “You okay?” 


“T’m fine,” Kyle says. He takes deep breaths, forcing his body to calm down when he really 
doesn’t want it to. The only thing he wants to do is walk right the fuck out of there and find 
comfort in the bathroom. He doesn’t want the nausea to go away, as weird as that sounds, 
because he’s afraid that it’ll make the actual puking part of the equation more difficult to 
induce. Then he’ll just be left with this horrible pit in his stomach, and what is he supposed to 
do with that? Live with it? He can’t do that, he’s already insanely uncomfortable. 


“You sure?” Clyde asks, and Kyle can’t tell if he genuinely cares or just doesn’t want to deal 
with the possibility of a puking classmate. Kyle certainly can’t blame him for the skepticism. 
Kyle himself hates sickness. Which, he supposes, makes this all a little ironic. 


“I’m fine,” Kyle says, maybe a little more snippy than he’d like to admit. Clyde gets the 
message and backs off, but he doesn’t go back to his usual seat. Instead, he pulls his stuff 
over and continues his work. Kyle feels a little like his personal space has been violated, but 
he pushes it off in favor of finishing the worksheet. 


He taps his pencil down on the paper when he finishes. Repeatedly. He presses the lead to the 
center, watches the carbon leave little marks, doodles useless little designs over the corners. 
He loses himself, spaces out from his boredom, knowing that only ten minutes or so remain 
of class. Without thinking, he starts to write. Scribble, more like, jotting down the words and 
numbers that haunt him in a way he’s comfortably unused to. 


505 cal. 
> 140 
> 90 

> 90 

> 90 


> 70 
>25 


Kyle scribbles out the abbreviation, because he doesn’t want someone noticing. As it is now, 
with just the numbers, he feels safer. He can brush it off. Say it’s a score for a game I’m 
playing or I’m just practicing basic addition. 


Kyle stops scribbling, finding no reason to keep filling up the corner of the paper. He has to 
turn this in at the end of the day. What if Miss James sees it and starts asking questions? He 
can’t do that. He won’t be able to balance the pressure of being questioned. It’ll break him. 
Without a second thought, he erases the list of numbers. When the marks are gone, he looks 
at the indents and remnants of the lead. He scribbles as hard as he can over where the list 
was, hoping to get rid of any and all evidence, even ghosts of numbers. He erases the mess of 
black at the corner of his paper, only to fill it in again and repeat the process. 


With the corner of the paper thoroughly messy with dark remains of his pencil, blackened 
from his effort, he decides that’s enough. He can’t see it anymore, the pressure-marks from 
the numbers are gone. Drowned out from the rest of the divots, from the scribbles. His head 
hurts from staring at the contrast. 


Even though he can no longer physically see the numbers, though, he still knows full well 
that he can’t forget them. They’re buried somewhere in his brain, in the thickets of his 
thoughts. They tease him. A collection of literal things that exist, being digested right now 
and he hates the thought. He doesn’t want his body to be full of anything. 


He tells himself he won’t throw it up. 

He shifts. 

It’s quiet. 

But maybe what he tells himself isn’t true. 

Because there’s this thing in his head that makes him fear not being able to do it. 
Like, if he doesn’t do it, something bad will happen. 

He doesn’t know what the something bad is, though. 

It’s just going to happen. 


And, well, he feels sick anyway. Maybe he really does just need to get it out. Maybe, if he 
gets it out, he won’t feel so ill anymore. If he just makes himself puke this one last time, he 
can reset himself and his body and everything in it, and it’ll be like nothing happened. 


But he can t. If he does, he’ II smell like vomit for the rest of the day. What if someone 
notices? What if someone tries to send him home sick? What if someone calls his dad, and 
then his dad will know that he made himself puke, and then everyone will think he has an 
eating disorder or something stupid like that. 


And then, to top it off, maybe they’ II be convinced to put him into therapy or some sort of 
inpatient treatment somewhere, or something. Then he won’t be around to finish school, even 
if he wanted to. He wouldn’t be able to smoke with Stan, or save his mother from Eric, or 
keep everything from falling apart at the seams, and it’ll be all his fault. He can’t let that 
happen. 


The bell rings. Everyone starts to pack up their things immediately, creating a storming 
whirlwind of students attempting to get the hell out of the classroom without causing 
themselves injury. Kyle lingers, even as he watches Butters and Clyde exit into the hallway, 
jabbing at each other jokingly like sports players, which has always been Clyde’s thing, not 
Butters’. 


Kyle grabs his stuff and tucks it into his backpack. He doesn’t put the worksheet in his 
backpack, though, because he has to turn that in. He stands from the chair, pushing it in with 
his hip, and walks to the front of the room. He hands the paper to Miss James, who takes it 
without hesitation. Kyle avoids looking at her face. He turns on his heel, hoisting his 
backpack over his shoulders, making to leave. 


“Wait, Kyle.” 


Kyle stops. His heart freezes in his chest, a precursor to panic— ice cold and with a body that 
threatens to tremble, Kyle turns, wringing his hands. Miss James is looking at him, this vague 
look on her face. She looks older than he remembers her appearing before. He doesn’t know 
what to feel about that. As normally as he can, he asks, “Yeah?” 


“Td like to talk to you quickly, if you don’t mind,” she says. She phrases it as a question, but 
Kyle knows it isn’t negotiable. Adults do that. They pretend like they’re asking questions, 
giving people choices, but they’re not actually giving out options. They’re just trying to make 
it seem like they actually care about what someone younger than them thinks. It’s with that 
thought that Kyle becomes a little irritated. He walks over. She gestures to a chair nearby, and 
with reluctance, he pulls it up to sit down. 


She’s staring at him, her glasses falling down her nose, like she expects him to say 
something. He has nothing to say, though. He stays silent. She gets the hint. 


“About your last test,” Miss James says, and Kyle’s heart starts speeding. He glances away. 
“You got a zero.” 


“Guess I’m not good at it,” Kyle lies, his tone fake in its nonchalance. She frowns. She starts 
to shuffle through some papers at her desk. For a second, he wonders if she’s going to present 
him with the failed test, but she doesn’t. She just keeps shuffling, adjusting things like it’s a 
nervous habit. 


“We both know you understand the material,” she says. She pulls up the worksheet he just 
handed in, resting it on the desk space between them. “I don’t even have to look that closely 
at this to know you got these answers right.” 


“Oh,” Kyle says, because he doesn’t know what else she expects. She sighs. She leans 
forward, resting her forearms on the surface of her desk. Kyle scoots back. 


“Kyle,” Miss James begins, “Is everything alright?” 


He wants to say he’s fine, but it’s harder than it seems. The pressure hurts. He rubs his arms, 
like he’s cold, but brushes off the action as him crossing his arms. It’s uncomfortable, being 
forced from his discomfort with the natural anxious response of his body, but he won’t let 
himself leave the position. “Yeah, everything’s going great,” he says. 


“Really?” she asks, like this is unbelievable to her. Kyle’s first response is to be offended. 
She notices, but doesn’t back down. “You seem significantly more distracted in class, and I’m 
getting concerned.” 


Kyle shrugs, assuring, “Everything’s fine.” 

“Nothing going on at school?” she asks, prying. “No one’s picking on you?” 
You don t know the half of it, says his brain, but his mouth replies, “No.” 
She frowns. “How are things at home?” 


Well, lets see. My dads rarely home anymore, my mom very possibly might die, and I’m in 
charge of caring for my little brother, but since I’m so useless, he basically has to take care of 
himself... you should really be concerned about Ike, Ma’am. 


But Kyle shrugs. He pushes his hands into the pockets of his jacket, trying to make himself 
look more casual than he feels. 


“They’re good,” he says. 


“They’re good,” she repeats. Again, her tone is full of concerned disbelief. But he doesn’t 
care. He can’t find it within himself to risk what will happen if he tells someone about what’s 
going on. There’s a part of him that wants to get help, of course. There’s a part of his brain 
that’s stuck in the back, screaming at him to tell her! Tell her, for fucks sake, tell her! She can 
help you! But he buries it down. 


Because that voice, that tiny little inkling of a thought, is a Number— and Numbers will 
always lie. 


“And how are you feeling?” she asks. The question catches him off guard. He pushes his 
hands deeper into his pockets, and almost startles when he feels his right graze against 
something that’d been buried. He pulls it into his hand, feeling the shape of it, running his 
fingers over the texture of the wrapper... 


Gum. 


It’s the mint gum he got from Clyde over two weeks ago. The stuff that was overwhelmingly 
strong in its scent. Shit. Shit, wait. 


Wait a second. If he has gum... 


He’s been quiet for far too long, and Miss James becomes skeptical, her brows furrowing. 
“Kyle?” she asks, soft, and he snaps out of his head as much as is possible. It’s hard for him 
to focus, at this point. There’s something new inside of him, controlling and telling him 
things he doesn’t want to hear. 


She doesn’t care about you. 
And cologne in his bag— 

She can’t help you feel better. 
She isn’t speaking. 


Kyle asks, “What?” just to get her talking again, so he’ll have an excuse to stay silent. An 
excuse to stay in his brain, to think through his next move. Even without the thinking, 
though, he knows exactly what he has to do. 


You know what will help you feel better. 


“How are you feeling?” she repeats, a question he doesn’t feel like he deserves to answer 
honestly. 


You know what works. 
“T’m okay,” he says. “I really am.” 
If it worked before, it’ll work again. 


He keeps talking. “I was probably just having an off day,” he says. “I can come before or 
after school to make up the test.” 


Get it out of you. 


Kyle swallows, still grasping the stick of gum in his hand. “Look,” he says, standing up. He 
lets go of the gum and pulls his hands out of his pockets, pushing his chair back into the table 
he’d taken it from. “I really appreciate you being concerned, but I promise that everything is 
okay.” 


He looks at her, right at her, hoping the eye contact will convince her of something he 
doesn’t even believe himself. She still doesn’t look happy with the way their conversation 
went, but he doesn’t care. She looks like she’s about to keep talking, but students are starting 
to file in for the next class, and neither of them want to have this sort of conversation with 
other people around. Miss James sighs, apparently giving in. She pulls out her stack of hall 
pass notes, writing one up for him, because they both know he won’t make it to final period 
before the bell rings. 


Miss James gives him the pass, and he takes it with an almost silent “Thank you,” before 
squeezing his way out of the flock of students that have started to congregate near the 
entrance of the classroom. He examines the hall pass. He has a freebie. He has an excuse not 


to make it to class on time. Now he doesn’t have to worry about being marked tardy without 
a note. 


Kyle doesn’t walk to class. He makes a beeline to the bathroom, unwilling to waste any more 
time. He’s shaking, and his stomach starts to ache in knowledge of what he’s about to do, but 
he can’t not do it. He assures himself that this is the last time, that he won’t do it ever again 
after this. He convinces himself that rediscovering the gum in his pocket is a sign that he 
should do it, just for today. It doesn’t make sense, even to himself. 


But he doesn’t care. 


Not about that. 
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When Having Delusions 
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For a long time, Kyle completely forgets where he is. 
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Kyle tells himself he will never do it again. 


His face still buzzes with the feeling, heat in his cheeks and a soreness in his jaw. His entire 
torso feels heavy, and he wants nothing more than to crawl into bed and sleep. He chewed the 
gum as long as he could before he got to class. His mouth still has the taste of it, and after 
double-triple-quadruple checking his breath, he knows it’s mostly just that mint that lingers. 


Paranoia, although edging through his body as soon as he sits in his seat, isn’t nearly enough 
to keep him awake. His eyes hurt, sensitive to the lights in the room. He’s able to pay 
attention to the lecture for a while, but his attention quickly fades, and he finds himself 
scribbling to stay awake. He jots down doodles of the things that come to mind— loops of 
Terrance & Philip episodes, little badly-drawn comics that don’t make much sense outside of 
his own head. He counts down the minutes, subtracts the amount of time he has before the 
end of school, doodles more, scribbles more, writes from memory the words that make him 
feel a little more human, a little more courageous or whole or something. 


The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not lack. 


Words and phrases and sentences, commas and dashes and semi-colons... strictly planned, 
attempts at remembering the thing he thought he knew, but the more he writes, the less he’s 
sure. Does this word go here, or does it go over there? 


He knows this. He knows this. He knows he knows this. It shouldn’t be this difficult to 
remember. 


But it is. Why can’t he remember? 


Kyle, frustrated, stops writing. The lack of movement is a recipe for disaster— and, in many 
other ways, failure. The exhaustion trickles in from seemingly nowhere, finally taking hold of 
him until he can’t keep his burning eyes open anymore. He rests his chin in his hand and, for 
a second, relaxes. 


He doesn’t remember falling asleep. He hardly remembers anything. It’s just black. 
But something happens— 
DANGER I’M IN DANGER 


—and Kyle reacts immediately, eyes tearing open as he retaliates, shoving out at the 
offending thing, whatever it had been. His body can’t even process, it just tries to fight. Kyle 
hardly recognizes Stan’s hiss of pain when he throws his elbow straight into Stan’s side. 


“Dude!” Stan exclaims. 
Panicking and unsure of where he is, Kyle replies, “Fuck you!” 
“Language, Mr. Broflovski,” says the teacher. Right. The classroom. He’s in the classroom. 


Kyle shoots a glare to Stan, examining where he stands beside Kyle at the table. “Sorry, 
ma’am,” Kyle says, though it’s a bit unfeeling. The memories of the afternoon are coming 
back to him. He drapes his arm protectively over the writing in his notebook, hiding it as he 
flips it shut, trying to be discrete about the contents. Every so often, he intensifies the glares 
that he gives Stan. He pushes himself up, hooking his backpack over both shoulders, and 
nudges the chair in with his knee. 


It’s automatic, at this point. They leave the classroom together, as always. Sometimes they 
talk, other times they don’t, like it’s some sort of mutual agreement that they don’t have to 
converse in order to know they’re there. It’s just the two of them, in the quiet, and as they 
head down the hallway, surrounded only by their own footsteps, Kyle is completely 
comfortable doing the silent thing today. 


He contemplates. He wonders if the gum was enough to get rid of the smell of vomit, he 
wonders if he washed his hands thoroughly enough, he wonders if the hand sanitizer helped, 
he wonders if the cologne did anything to mask it. He wonders if the guilt will ever leave him 
alone, and when he finds himself concluding with J don t know, he discovers that he’s afraid 
of that. There’s a weird, morbid piece of him that wants to ask Stan if he smells anything. 
Just to make sure he’s covered on all facets, he wants to casually bring up the idea of 
something smelling off. 


But at the same time, there’s this fear of outing himself. He doesn’t know how Stan would 
react to finding out about what Kyle did— or, has been doing, more rather. Because that’s 
what it is, isn’t it? He’s been doing it, recently. And he has complete control over it. It’s 
something he decides to do. He assures himself of that, so it must be true, right? Whether it’s 
purposeful or not, though, isn’t the point. The point is that he’s been making himself do 
something... wrong. 


It’s bad for him to do it, and he knows that. It makes him feel sick and tired and lethargic and, 
in all honesty, a little bit dizzy. The logic of it doesn’t really ring true to him, though. Sure, he 
feels awful afterward, but at the same time, he doesn’t really feel like he’s hurting himself. It 
feels like just another necessary evil, just another little thing he has to do. And maybe—... 
maybe it’s okay? 


Like, it’s not as if he’s doing this for no reason. He’s seen himself. He’s stood in front of the 
mirror and examined his body. He’s pinched and prodded at those problem areas: the too 
much of his thighs, the suck it in of his stomach, the not thin enough of his arms. He needs 
two hands to fully wrap around a bicep. Well, more like a hand and a third, really, but that’s 
still too much, right? He honestly has no idea why it took him so long to realize he needs to 
lose a few pounds. 


For a long time, Kyle completely forgets where he is. His anxieties create a pit in his core, 
and he can’t stop staring down at himself as he walks. He only manages to snap out of it 
when Stan blurts, “I have three proficiencies.” 


Kyle looks at Stan with confusion, caught off-guard. “Huh?” he replies. He picks out little 
things about their surroundings; the tiles of the floor, the lockers on the walls, the pattern of 
the ceiling above them, little squares that break sometimes for seemingly no reason. 
Fluorescent lights that attract bugs. 


“Proficiencies,” Stan clarifies, a certain levity in his tone. “I have three of them unfinished.” 
Kyle rolls his eyes, asking, “You've been absent three days in a row?” 
“No.” 


“Holy shit, you got a zero on all three?” Kyle asks, honestly shocked. Stan doesn’t reply, 
which is usually not a good sign. Kyle groans. “What the hell happened to all of the study 
material I gave you?” 


Stan clears his throat. ‘““The— the what?” 


“Study material,” Kyle repeats, giving him yet another glare. “Y’know, the study guides? 
That literally told you, step by step, how to do it?” 


“Oh,” Stan says, but Kyle can tell Stan is just going through the motions. Such a thing is only 
confirmed when Stan says, “That.” 


“T swear to all that’s holy,” Kyle begins, “If you say—” 
“I lost it.” 


“Oh my fucking—!” Kyle doesn’t even bother completing the sentence, stopping dead in his 
tracks. He brings his hands to his face, and digs his fingertips into his brow to urge away the 
frustration. Kyle could totally slap Stan, and he would only slightly regret it. He begins to 
count backwards, even though it’s never helped him much before— it’s just something for his 
mouth and brain to focus on as he figures out this shit. 


Stan makes the stupid decision to try talking. “Um—” 
“You're coming over,” Kyle says, just barely making the decision before he says it aloud. 
“what.” 


Kyle lifts his head out of his hands and repeats, “You’re coming over, right now, after school 
—” and when Stan starts to look like he’s going to interrupt, Kyle swaps trains of thought 
quickly. “I don’t care if you have plans, you’re canceling them, we need to fix your bullshit.” 


Stan glances around the empty hallways, a strange look on his face. “Uh—” 


“Nope, nope, nope, nope— there's no fucking way I'm standing idly by, while your sorry ass 
—” Kyle jabs a pointer finger accusingly towards Stan, “heads towards flunking at the 
speed of fucking light...” 


Kyle glances down and just a tinge to the side. There’s a piece of paper sticking out of Stan’s 
backpack, he notices, and he suddenly can’t remember what he was talking about before, 
more interested in this new topic. 


“And your stupid backpack is unzipped!” he says, barely managing to stave off the urge to 
throw his hands into the air. 


With an angry growl, Kyle shoves Stan’s shoulder to turn him around. Thankfully, Stan obeys 
Kyle’s motions without fight. Kyle is already running extremely short on patience, and he 
hopes that fact doesn’t display itself in the rushed fumbling of his fingers as he pushes the 
stupid paper back into the pocket. 


“You don't sort anything other than your dumb bedroom,” Kyle snaps. He grunts with an 
attempt to shut the pocket around the miscellaneous crap Stan keeps in it. “Your backpack 
looks like my brother’s, and he’s twelve.” 


Or... is he thirteen, now? Why is it so hard to remember? 


Stan snorts, something soft under his breath, and Kyle knows what’s coming before Stan 
even says it. “Are you calling me a genius?” 


“You wish!” Kyle scoffs. With one final tug, Stan's backpack finally relents. It closes with a 
sharp ziiip. “There! Christ, we’re sorting through this bullshit when we get to my place, too.” 


“Dude,” Stan says, “Why are you so mad?” 


“T'm not mad,” Kyle replies. And that, for the most part, is true. In the purest form, at least. 
He glimpses the dark hair of his little brother, the thoughts of Ike still fresh. He brushes the 
wrinkles out of Ike’s uniform jacket... 


Kyle withdraws his hands when he realizes what’s happening. Stan turns to look at him, and 
the expression on his face is utterly confused. His brows have furrowed mildly, a small hint 
of a frown at the corners of his lips. In all legitimacy, Kyle is confused, too. 


““Sorry— sorry, habit,” he says. He rubs his hands together, trying to get rid of the physical 
memory. His heart is beating, a soft upset in his chest, and without thinking, Kyle says, “I’ve 
been sending Ike off to school these past few weeks.” 


“Oh,” Stan says. He’s watching Kyle, and Kyle can’t help but feel self-conscious, like Stan 
knows something that Kyle knows Stan definitely doesn t. There’s no way Stan knows about 
Mom, there’s no way Stan knows Kyle made himself puke— 


Kyle clasps his hands together, and brings them up to his mouth. Stan doesn’t think Kyle’s 
fat, right? 


“Doesn’t your mom usually do that?” Stan asks, and Kyle barely hears him over the sound of 
his own thoughts. Of course Stan doesn’t think Kyle is fat. Stan knows Kyle is fat. He 
has eyes, you know. 


“Yeah,” Kyle mutters. He lowers his hands, brushing them against the front of his jacket. He 
glances down at himself, examining just how obvious his body is. His brain hardly has time 
to panic over the idea of Stan finding out about his mom. Numbly, Kyle says, “But she’s 
been... busy, lately.” 


It’s so nondescript of a statement, that Stan’s furrowed brows are justified. 
Kyle tries again. “I mean—” 


But he can’t. God, look at him. Just fucking /ook at it. He fights the urge to hide himself, to 
hug himself and find a way to be as small as possible. 


Kyle forces himself to try ignoring it. He lifts one of his hands up to his mouth again, picking 
at a chapped area of his lips. He says, “She’s been... she’s been offered a really big job 
opportunity,” and the lie hurts his teeth. “She’s been away trying to work things out... you 
know how it goes.” 


Stan, for too long, is quiet. “Right,” he finally says. “Yeah, of course.” 


Kyle doesn’t want Stan to come over anymore, but he doesn’t have the option to back out. 
Instead, Kyle nods. He pinpoints the shapes; the walls, the ceiling, the twitch of Stan’s 
bottom lip, the floor... a crumpled, torn, and slightly dirty piece of notebook paper lies 
beneath Stan’s foot. Paper-thin. Ha. Kyle gestures to it. “So... is that yours?” 


“Oh— jeez, yeah, probably...” Stan lifts his foot and picks up the piece of ruined paper. He 
unfurls the corners. A look crosses Stan’s face, tight and intrigued. “Or not.” 


Kyle nods again. “Then we should throw it away—” 
“It's Cartman’s.” 


Every cell in Kyle’s body urges to react. To curl him in, to hunch his shoulders, to vomit what 
little he has left in his stomach— if anything, at this point. Kyle swallows and mutters, 
“Huh?” hoping he’d misheard Stan. 


“It's Cartman’s,” Stan says. “Cartman wrote it, this is his handwriting.” 
Kyle’s throat wants to close up. With difficulty, he says, “Burn it.” 
“What?” Stan asks, confused in an amused way. 

“Burn it,” Kyle snaps. “I don’t care what it is, he doesn’t need it.” 


“Or...” Stan looks back at the very piece of paper in his hands. Kyle feels angry at the 
disregard. Stan says, “We could read it.” 


Kyle wants to rip the paper out of Stan’s hands and shred it, no matter what it is, but he thinks 
that might be a little over-the-top. 


If you tell anyone, she’ll get worse. 
What if the paper has some information about what Eric is doing? 


“Or we could do that,” Kyle says, reluctant in all senses. A familiar dizziness takes hold. 
“C’mon, read it as we walk.” 


Stan nods, much happier with this idea. The two of them begin on their way down the hall 
again. Amid the taps of their feet, and the sounds of a meeting being held in one of the 
nearby offices, Stan begins to read directly from the paper in his hands. “ ‘Guess what 
motherfuckers? ’— and then in parenthesis, ‘What Eric?” 


Kyle heaves a sigh, finding this a good place to insert his let 5 not do this anymore in any way 
he can. “I regret this decision already,” he says, but Stan doesn’t pick up on the hint. Stan 
never was very good with hints. 


“Well, Polly Prissy Pants’— oh, Jesus, it’s one of these,” Stan mutters. When he goes quiet, 
Kyle is hopeful that he won’t read anymore, but that’s not the case. He’s simply looking away 
from the paper long enough to hold the school’s main door open for Kyle, and while Kyle 
appreciates it, he’s upset by the fact that he’s still going to be subjected to the words from 
someone who made him feel so... “ ‘Well, Polly Prissy Pants, I just got offered a full ride to 
NYU’—” 


“What?” Kyle hisses, looking at Stan incredulously. 


oo e 


Oh wow Eric’—” Stan continues, not regarding Kyle at all. His eyes dart over the words on 
the page as he reads them. “This is in parenthesis, by the way— ‘that is so awesome’...” 


Kyle wants Stan to stop reading. Please, just stop reading. 
“You are so smart and cool and totally not fat at all’...” 


Stop. This isn t safe. 


“ ‘Everyone is so proud of you and that jew Kyle won t know what hit him when he sees you 
there ’— end parenthesis— ‘Thank you, Polly Prissy Pants. Kyle will be sooo pissed off. 


Maybe he'll cry’...” 


““Nya nya nya nya nyaa nya... 


“Um... Kyle?” 


[kick kick ki— 

I wonder 

—ck, kick, kickkickkick— 
what your tears 

taste like? 
BREATHEBREATHESTOP 
kick] 


ha ha ha ha haa ha’.” 


[do you see him? 
I see him, I think I see him 
Back there? 
Kick kick kick 
I dont know what’ going on 
Of course you do are you crazy? 
Stop-kicki ; 
It hurts? 
LOOK AT YOURSELF 
Feel it? 
inthemirror 
Maybe I’m 
Kick kick kick 
in control? ] 


Kyle’s body itches. His hips hurt; they’re pressed against the sink. 


No, they’re not. He’s fine. He’s outside, see? Look at the trees. Breathe in the oxygen. The 
atmosphere is thick, even in the winter— or perhaps, especially in the winter. With the 
stillness of the atoms and molecules and particles, whatever differences they hold for each 
other. He glances at the fading monochrome of the sidewalk and the blinding white glitter of 
the snow. The sun is hardly there, but if he focuses, he can see it poking through a thick sheen 


of foggy clouds. He’s fine. 


“He didn’t,” Kyle says, grounding himself with his voice. 


Stan shifts, fidgeting slightly absently with the piece of paper. It makes a mild amount of 
noise— slightly irritating, really. Kyle wants to rip the paper away from Stan and bury it in 
the snowbank. “Didn’t what?” Stan asks. 


And just like that, Kyle’s entire face heats, blood flushing his skin with a vengeance. “Get a 
full ride,” Kyle snaps. “He’s a liar, he’s a fucking liar and a fucking thief, and a fucking 
cheater, he will never succeed that way, it can’t be possible— so, I’m felling you, there is 
absolutely no fucking way he got a full ride to NYU, there's no way.” 


Stan looks at the crumpled piece of paper. “I don't know, man, this is Cartman we’re talking 
about.” 


Stop please I need reassurance that he s notrightthere— 


Kyle looks around the view of the neighborhood. The streets and driveways are lined with a 
moderately thick blanket of snow. Kyle’s gaze suddenly glues itself in the direction of the 
basket ball court. He thinks he sees the outline of someone much further down the sidewalk, 
so far away only their silhouette is visible, but he can’t really tell, so he pretends he doesn’t 
see a thing. “Do you think he’s there?” he asks, trying to get the reassurance. And maybe. If 
he goes there and sees Eric is there. Maybe Kenny? And if he says it, if he tells them what 
happened, they can make sure Eric doesn’t— 


PLEASE GOD DON’T KILL HER I NEED MY MOM 
The thoughts, they take the air away, and he wonders if he’ll ever be able to breathe again. 


“Where?” Stan replies, and his voice is too calm. A sound of realization cracks the air. “The 
court? Oh, hell no, you’re not seriously thinking about confronting him about it, are you?” 


“Wouldn’t you?” Kyle snaps. How dare Stan, with his assumptions and stupidity, he knows 
nothing. “If he was planning on ruining the entirety of your—” life “educational career, 
wouldn’t you push for answers?” 


What a convenient lie. 


Stan rolls his eyes. “If by ‘pushing for answers’ you mean ‘beating the ever-loving fuck out 
of him’, then no, I wouldn’t.” 


“Well—” 
Stan’s not on your side. 
Kyle shoots a lasting glare towards the hill. Just beyond the trees. 
I need something. What is it? What do I need? 
“Dude, Kyle, no,” Stan says. 
“But—” 


“No, it’s not worth it, trust me on this.” Stan grips Kyle’s shoulder. Kyle wants, more than 
anything, to pull away. He doesn’t. “We’ve been through so much Cartman bullshit, I’m 
honestly really confused... why is this the thing that pisses you off?” 


STAN ISN’T ON YOUR SIDE. 


“Because he’s always there!” Kyle says, desperate. “He’s always there! Things are changing, 
and I don’t want him to be the only constant in my life! I don’t want him to be everywhere I 
am, is that too much to ask?” 


He won t be satisfied, its a plan, he’s going to follow me and kill me and then he'll kill... 
Mom and Ike and Dad 


“No, of course not,” Stan says, and he appears... agitated? “But immediately jumping on his 
back about it isn’t going to help, if anything, it’s just going to convince him to pursue it even 
more— seriously, dude, don’t.” 


I dont want him to rule over me. 


Kyle's face flushes a deeper shade of red. He can feel it. The way his jaw hurts. “I don’t want 
to go to college with him.” 


“Then don’t!” Stan says, all happy, like it’s an easy fix. His puppy-dog mannerisms are 
resurfacing. “You could always go somewhere else, you’re smart enough to get into any 
school you want to... okay?” 


They make full eye contact; Stan leads it. After a few seconds, Kyle gives a gentle nod. 
“Okay,” Kyle says, even though his body wants to start screaming. He has— 


[kickickick 

Maybe I’m in control 
Kick 

Feel it?] 


—control, though. “Yeah.” 
[LIU kill her.] 


Kyle draws his bottom lip between his teeth. He chews on the skin of it, tastes blood. It hurts. 
It distracts him from— 


[the bug hitting the ceiling light 

Click click click 

Kick kick kick 

STOP IT STOP OKAY STOP I GET IT STOP IT STOP IT STOP] 


—the fact that he’s looking at Stan’s bottom lip. 
He’s not on your side. 
But that thought is stupid, and Kyle knows that. 


Stan drops the piece of paper— it flutters down, out of sight out of mind. Kyle finds himself 
pulled in. Stan has his own gravitational pull, it seems like that sometimes. It’s no surprise 
that, when Stan lifts his other hand to Kyle’s other shoulder, Kyle allows it to happen. Stan’s 
grip on his shoulders is heated, smooth yet firm yet gentle and kind. Kyle steps closer. He 
wants to sit here, staring. He wants to look into Stan’s eyes forever. There’s this comfort in 
his chest— not really inside of him, but just ahead of him, and he wants to chase it before it 
disappears, even if that scares him. 


Kyle doesn’t care. He wants comfort. He yearns for it. Hurts for it. 
For care. 


But Stan pulls away, and the movement is enough to shock Kyle out of his daze. Their hearts 
are pounding and their minds are reeling at the thought of what could have just happened. 
Kyle... 


Stan loves Wendy. 
And if Kyle kissed Stan, then he— 
[——hesoundofcontrol————_] 

—ight find out. 
“Sorry,” Stan mutters, holding himself tightly. 
“It’s fine, let’s just... let's go to my place now,” Kyle says. “Okay?” 
“Actually—” 

HE’S NOT ON YOUR SIDE I TOLD YOU 


Stan’s eyes widen, like he knows. Stan quickly adds, “Could we stop at my place first? I gotta 
grab something real quick.” 


No, I told YOU that he IS on my side. 


Kyle grits his teeth. After a moment of pause, he allows himself to continue with the 
conversation. “Sure, I guess...” When Stan begins to walk, he follows. “What do you need to 
grab?” 


“My textbook,” Stan says. 

Kyle could laugh, but he doesn’t. He just says, “You’re shitting me.” 
Stan laughs at it like a joke, and that helps lighten things up a little. 
Maybe. 

Kyle can’t really tell. 


How funny is that? 
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Proudly, Stan finishes, “So, vicariously, you are the blood-relative of flowers.” 
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“Wait, hold on,” Stan says. “Kyle, explain this to me again.” 


“Dude, it's really not that hard to understand,” Kyle says. He doesn’t look up from his own 
work— a remnant from the class he shares with Stan, what he’d managed not to do thanks to 
the fact that he fell asleep. With one final mark on the paper, Kyle adjusts his attention to 
look at Stan. Stan’s expression is utterly lost. “Genes have alleles, alleles decide traits, traits 
show up in babies from the genetics of the parents.” 


Stan rolls his eyes. “No, I understand that,” he says. “What I don't understand is the whole 
deal with... co-dominance, or whatever the fuck.” 


Kyle sets his notebook aside on his desk and rolls his desk chair over to where Stan is seated. 
The textbook (and easily six different papers, none of which were related) Stan has been 
studying is sprawled out on Kyle's bed, and just as such, so is Stan. He sits with his legs 
crossed, a pillow in his lap to hold his notebook. What an awful substitute for a real desk. 
Kyle offered to share his work space with Stan, but Stan had refused, for whatever reason. 


Admittedly, Kyle has a feeling he knows the exact reason. 


After the split-second of criticizing Stan's workplace layout, Kyle leans forward in his desk 
chair and rests his elbows on his knees. His shins press awkwardly against the side of his 
mattress. He tries to figure out the logic behind Stan’s study guide layout... it’s completely 
random. “The hell are you even working on right now, dude?” Kyle asks. “I can't tell which 
paper you're looking at.” 


“Well, I mean, technically, I'm looking at all of them,” Stan answers, completely unhelpful. 
He reaches out to scrape one specific paper off of the bedspread. He waves it in a relatively 


grand gesture through the air as he adds, “But this is the one... jeez, Kyle, I would have 
thought you'd know which paper was which... y'know, considering you made these, and all.” 


“T think it makes sense that I don't know which one is which, y'know, considering I don't use 
them, and all,” Kyle quips. Needless to say, Stan shuts up pretty quick after that. He goes 
back to studying the guide in-hand. Kyle allows Stan a few seconds to study, though there’s 
this look on his face that Kyle recognizes as Stan’s “J have no fucking idea what I’m looking 
at right now” look. Kyle removes the paper from Stan's hands. Kyle begins to read through 
the study guide, trying to figure out what was giving Stan so much trouble. “I don't get it, 
what're you having issues understanding?” 


“Did I literally not just say 'co-dominance'?” 


“No, I know what you said,” Kyle says. “I just don't get why it's so hard for you to 
understand it.” 


“Okay, fine, it says—” Stan furrows his brows, taking the study guide back from Kyle. 
Quickly, Stan finds his issue and jabs his finger at the line. “Here, see? It says, 'in 
codominance, no dominant or recessive alleles are present’, but, then, how the hell is 
something going to present either trait at that point? Like, if there are no markers, it's 
nothing... right? Is it just gonna be a total coin toss? Like, is it a wild card?” 


“No, Stan,” Kyle sighs. “It's not a wild card— and everything in genetics is technically a coin 
toss.” 


“Stop with the technicalities, dude,” Stan groans. “Just explain the stupid thing so I can pass 
the proficiencies.” 


“Okay, okay, damn.” Kyle rolls his chair backwards so he has enough room to stand. He 
quickly moves to sit next to Stan on the bed, pushing a few papers and study guides aside so 
he won't crush them as he settles. He takes the study guide out of Stan's hand, and sets it 
down on the bed before both of them. Kyle turns to face Stan. “Alright, so, I can empathize 
with the fact that co-dominance can be kind of confusing at first, but it's honestly not 
complicated,” he begins, even though he genuinely has never had an issue understanding this 
stuff. It’s just an excuse for him to prepare his thoughts. “Basically, co-dominant alleles 
means there's no one marker that rules over all others; the one example in humans is blood 


type.” 


Kyle knows what’s coming even before he finishes speaking. Stan’s eyes go blank, kind of 
glazing over like he’s spacing out. And then, of course, the classic: “What.” 


Kyle sighs. Okay. Take two. “Blood type,” he repeats. “If both parents pass down just the i 
allele without the predetermining A or B markers, the i allele causes the baby's blood type to 
be O— this is because there was no dominant or recessive A or B mixing in with the 7... does 
that make sense?” 


“Um... sure?” Stan says. Okay, that’s a blatant lie, but Kyle’s going to pretend it’s not. 


“Okay,” Kyle says. “So, if the exact opposite happens, and one parent passes down 
an /4 allele, while the other parent passes down an Z allele, their baby will have the AB blood 
type.” 


Something clicks. Kyle doesn’t know what about the explanation does it, but he connects 
something. Stan makes a noise of understanding, nodding his head as the information 
processes. He lowers his head, jotting down notes in his composition notebook. “So...” Stan 
trails, pausing. “A kid with two 74 alleles would have blood type A?” 


Kyle can’t help it; he smiles. “Exactly! And the opposite is true with /?.” 


“What other things have the whole, uh— co-dominance thing?” asks Stan. Kyle is quiet for a 
second, pursing his lips in thought. 


“Well, a lot of different species of plans and animals experience co-dominance in their genes, 
but one example I like to use is in flowers, since it's a visible display of co-dominance in the 
colors of their petals,” Kyle explains. “It also ties in later with incomplete dominance, but we 
don't have to get into that right now if this is still confusing—” 


“Wait, wait, wait, let me get this straight!” Stan blurts, dropping his pencil and holding up 
both of his hands. A second later, Stan claps them both together and gestures towards Kyle 
with them. Kyle makes a face at the gesture. ““You have the AB blood type, right?” 


“Um... yeah?” 
“So that means you have a co-dominant trait,” Stan says. 
What the fuck is he...? “Yeah?” 


“And flowers have co-dominant traits,” Stan adds. Kyle narrows his eyes a little, having a 
distinctly weird feeling about where this is going. Stan raises his brows, urging a reply. Kyle 
repeated his previous affirmation. Proudly, Stan finishes, “So, vicariously, you are the blood- 
relative of flowers.” 


What... 
...the fuck? What does that even— 


Immediately, Kyle drops his head into his hands and groans. “You did not just call me a 
flower.” 


“No, no, no, hear me out,” Stan quickly insists, which is usually never a good sign. “I'm 
serious! You have a co-dominant trait in your blood! Flowers don't have blood, right, but they 
have co-dominant traits based on their colors— you're already, like, ten percent more related 
to flowers than you are to me.” 


“That's not how it works,” Kyle mutters. “That's literally not how it works.” 


“Listen, listen, listen, it makes sense, I swear!” Stan removes the makeshift pillow-desk from 
his lap and sets it aside on Kyle's bed. Free from the pillow, Stan turns to face Kyle fully. “It 
would explain why your hair looks like a dandelion.” 


Kyle groans loudly, allowing his shoulders to slump with the exasperation. Kyle bites back 
the urge to slap Stan when Stan decides it’s a great idea to flick at Kyle’s hair. 


“I mean, where did it even come from? Neither of your parents have curly hair.” 


“What!” Kyle lifts his head from his hands, almost embarrassingly flustered. “Have you 
actually never met my dad? His hair is almost as curly as mine.” 


There’s a second where Stan doesn’t do anything, to which Kyle is relieved. But then, Stan 
draws in a long breath, proceeding to push it out in a heavy sigh. He reaches over and pats 
Kyle's shoulder. The look on Stan’s face is ridiculous, morphing almost idiotically in faux- 
sympathy. 


I swear to god, if he— 
“T'm sorry, Kyle,” Stan says, “But your dad is a dandelion.” 


Kyle stares at Stan incredulously. He hardly blinks in the moment after Stan finishes 
speaking. The ridiculousness, however, is too much for Kyle to bear. He tries to stifle it, but 
he can’t. He starts to laugh. “What the hell!” he exclaims, bowing his head as he tries to 
regain control of himself. “Are you high? Did you medicate before you got here? Is that why 
you're being so weird? Is that why you took so long to get your stupid textbook?” 


“What? No!” Stan replies. He withdraws his hand from Kyle's shoulder. Kyle misses the 
touch immediately, but forces himself not to think about it. Kyle sits up more fully, breathing 
through the remains of the giggling. Stan asks, “Why would I smoke before I came over? 
And I told you, it took so long for me to get it, because I couldn't find it.” 


“How do you lose a biology textbook? It's literally over a thousand pages of information. 
Have you seen this thing?” Kyle gestures towards the aforementioned textbook, affirming his 
point. “It's huge.” 


“Yeah, it's huge— and are you kidding? Information my ass! It's over a thousand pages of 
bullshit, that's what it is,” Stan says. He lifts up the biology textbook, making a show of how 
heavy it is— affirming his point. He groans, dramatic. “Oh man, dude, it's so heavy, it's 
gonna kill me!” 


“Then set it down,” laughs Kyle, batting at Stan's arm. Stan only ignores him, continuing to 
complain about its weight. 


“Holy shit, it's like trying to carry Cartman,” Stan says. 


[maybe] Kyle’s lungs [I’m in] draw in such a [control] tiny inhale, Stan doesn’t seem to 
notice it. But he can’t be sure, and if he can’t be sure— Kyle blinks his eyes, trying to clear 
his head. 


“T can't take it anymore,” Stan complains, really milking the joke. Kyle’s stomach feels 
unwell. “It's gonna crush me, I'll be splattered all over your bed, it'll look like something 
straight out of Mars Attacks— but red.” 


“Gross,” Kyle says. He hates how his voice lacks its usual power. “I hated that movie.” 


“Would you rather I compared it to Chopping Mall?” Stan asks. He shifts the textbook in his 
grip, moving so he’s holding it against his chest rather than balancing it on his palms in the 
air. “Deadly Friend? Scanners?” 


“Dude, stop listing eighties movies to me,” Kyle says. He jabs Stan in the side with his 
elbow, causing Stan to startle and drop the textbook into his lap. It’s an accident, and Kyle 
immediately feels bad about it— especially with the unfortunate way it lands in Stan’s lap. 
Stan winces when it topples and hits him in the stomach, too. He flops backwards on the bed, 
the textbook forgotten and sliding slowly off his torso. 


“Christ,” Stan mutters. “Ow.” 


“Oh, come on, it didn't hit you that hard,” Kyle huffs. He goes so far as to push the textbook 
fully off of Stan. When Stan does little other than make another soft groaning noise, Kyle 
jabs his fingers into Stan's ribs. That action makes Stan react: he heaves a laugh and rolls 
over onto his side. He curls in on himself. Kyle snorts. 


“Don't poke me like that,” Stan complains, though he’s lighthearted about it. He pushes 
himself up using his arms, keeping himself propped with his palm pressed against the 
mattress. There’s a little smile on his face, one that Kyle could get lost in. One that Kyle has 
gotten lost in. 


You’re really lovely, Kyle thinks, but he says, “You're an idiot.” 


“Yeah, well...” Stan shrugs, adjusting himself to sit regularly. He crosses his legs, 
comfortable. “Like father like son, I guess.” 


Kyle, reminded of the last time they smoked, finds himself feeling guilty. His brows furrow. 
Self-deprecating humor is only funny when it isn’t so internalized like that. 


They look each other in the eyes, in this moment, and something frighteningly whole rears its 
ugly little head into the atmosphere. Both of them are trying to push it away— they are trying 
so desperately to make things go back to the way they used to be. They are trying so hard to 
make everything fall back into its easy little place, like when they were kids and they melted 
plastic toys using a magnifying glass and the sun's rays. 


This is risky, Kyle realizes. It’s risky to sit here like this, staring at each other like they could 
read each other's thoughts. It’s risky, because they've been to places in their own psyches that 
neither had ever dared to imagine just weeks ago. A piece of Kyle feels torn apart. It feels 
burning, like the light, and Stan is the stupid toy, being destroyed by the intensity of it. There 
are affects that Kyle feels like he has, that are toxic, life-ruining. He wants to bury himself 


away from Stan. He wants to save Stan from the pain he could possibly cause, because he’s 
afraid... 


If he can’t keep Stan far enough, Eric will hurt him. 


The way Stan is looking at Kyle is scary. It’s new, and it’s unfiltered through the lenses of a 
drug-induced haze of lust and thoughtlessness. Seeing Stan like that, so close, with eyes 
reflecting so brightly— like those eyes are on the verge of tears, wet with the water of their 
own color, Kyle fears. 


Maybe that's where the thought comes from. A needy part of Kyle that can’t stop the 
reminders— even in the face of someone so close, so nice, so perfect. Whatever the reason, it 
has devolved into something incomprehensible. Strings of thoughts and mindless mush, 
where Kyle is trapped. 


Where he is not safe. 


Where he feels the heat from the sun coming in through the window, but it feels like the 
stifling choke-hold of Eric. Where he feels the seat beneath him, but he can’t differentiate 
that from the way the wall would feel behind him, or the way Eric caught him against the 
sink. Where Kyle sees the blue eyes of Stan, but all he processes are the hazel that can’t fight 
back without fear of hitting the mirror in front of them. 


Something in Kyle's hips began to ache. It’s harsh, uncomfortable in one of the most 
indescribable ways. His brain works in overdrive as he counts the tiles on the bathroom floor, 
and the seconds before he’ll have enough energy to run, and the words that Eric is breathing 
against is ear. He wants to say firm things like Get off of me, you freak! and You’re not in 
control of me! and You’re so disgusting! 


A snap, and Kyle has been spun around, facing the predator, and Eric leans in to kiss Kyle, 
and his heart almost stops when he can’t make sense of it anymore. 


“No, stop,” Kyle says, turning his head away and pushing into the— the... 


Kyle’s fingers curl in Stan's shirt, holding him at arm's length. Disoriented, Kyle keeps his 
hold firm. He tries to figure out what just happened, but he... he can’t. There’s nothing in his 
brain, there’s no category that he can put this under. It’s new, and Kyle is afraid of the fact 
that his body still can’t tell the difference between the then and the now. Desperate to 
coordinate himself again, Kyle turns his head to look at Stan— 


And he needs an excuse. His mouth draws down in a scowl as he hisses, “I'm still fucking 
mad at you.” 


Even though that’s a lie. 
How funny is it that Kyle is pushing the blame for his own bullshit onto other people? 


Stan exhales. He backs up, allowing Kyle his space. Kyle thought he’d be grateful for that, 
but he just regrets it. “I'm sorry,” Stan says, but just the idea of such an undeserved sentiment 


is enough to make Kyle’s body threaten to break down. Kyle turns his back to Stan, taking a 
few minutes to sit in silence. 


To... recover? 


That silence breaks when the house's front door opens. Immediately, Kyle stands, brushing 
the lingering feeling of Eric’s stupid hands off of him as discretely as possible. “That's 
probably my dad,” Kyle says, except he doesn’t know if he’s telling the truth or not. He can’t 
tell if he’s lying. He can’t fucking tell. “He was planning on getting groceries today, I'm 
gonna see if he needs help.” 


Without waiting for a response from Stan, Kyle exits his bedroom and heads down the hall. 
He clings to the sounds of his own footsteps, and he clings to the way the carpet looks, 
distinct without the brightness of the sunlight that he’ll be faced with in the living room. He 
squints when he makes it down, entering the kitchen so he can get out of the offense from the 
window. The tiles of the kitchen stick out to his brain, and he instinctively tries to count 
them. 


Ike is sitting at the kitchen table. His expression is tight, tense and angry, as he grips Mom’s 
brooch between his hands. Kyle only knows it’s Mom’s brooch because he came in just as 
Ike was snatching it up from the table. Something about it glints differently, in the split- 
second frame that Kyle sees— though that might just be the fact that Ike reacted so quickly. 


“Ike?” Kyle asks, concerned at the distress that Ike is radiating. Ike only glances up. The 
glare, however minimal, is so intense, that Kyle gets the hint that he should back off. Instead 
of speaking, Kyle decides to grab himself a glass of water. He fills a cup and takes a sip, 
though he can only manage a small amount before the feeling of being too full keeps him 
from hydrating further. The excuse of being downstairs feels... useless. Kyle glances over his 
shoulder. Finding that Ike isn’t watching, Kyle slowly pours the water down into the sink, 
being quiet about it. He’s such a pussy. It’s just water, for goodness’ sake. He can’t handle 
just water? 


But he can’t help it. It hurts, it’s disgusting, he can feel it, and he hates it. 
Water weight. 


There’s a noise that comes from the kitchen table, then. Kyle turns around, immediately 
looking at Ike. Ike, hunched over as he is, shields his face with the way his hair falls like a 
curtain. That doesn’t stop the quiet sound of him crying from reaching Kyle’s ears, though. 
Concern blossoms up in Kyle’s chest. He sets the empty cup down onto the counter and 
walks over, pulling up a chair to sit with his brother. 


“Ike, what’s wrong?” he asks, though he has a feeling such a question is borderline offensive. 
At this point, what isn t wrong? As awful as it is for Kyle, he has to realize that Ike is 
probably taking everything much worse. He’s still a kid. No kid deserves to have their mom 
taken away. 


Ike sniffs, shaking his head. He mumbles, “Go away,” the same way he used to when he was 
little, trying to be firm in his underdeveloped angry-toddler tone. Except this time it’s not 


based on his age, it’s based on him trying to hold himself together because he just can t 
anymore. Kyle can feel his heart breaking. 


“Ike, look at me,” Kyle says. He ducks his head to try and meet Ike’s downtrodden gaze, but 
Ike only shakes his head, squeezing his eyes shut. “Ike—” 


Ike looks up. 


The lights above them catch the way Ike’s cheek is an abnormal red. Kyle, in that moment, is 
speechless. 


Did someone...? 


“Ike,” Kyle hisses, taking Ike’s chin in his hand and turning Ike’s head to get a better look at 
the mark. A scrape, over his left cheekbone. Some pinpricks of blood come to the surface. 
The areas where the skin has actually broken are few and far between. That doesn’t make it 
any better, though, does it? “What happened to you?” 


“I fell,” Ike says, but Kyle doesn’t believe that for a moment. 


“No, you didn’t,” Kyle says. He lets go of Ike’s chin and stands up, making quick work of 
wetting a towel with warm water so he can clean up Ike’s face. There isn’t much blood, but 
it’s still there, and Kyle doesn’t want Ike to go around with an untreated open scrape on his 
face. He comes back to the table. Sitting down once more, he instructs Ike to look to the side 
so he can gently dab the injury with the damp area of the towel. More insistently, Kyle asks, 
“Who did this to you?” 


“I don’t know,” Ike mutters. He sniffs again. “I was walking home and someone pushed me 
and I fell on the curb and—” 


Ike’s voice breaks, and he starts to cry again. He tries to hold back, but the only thing he 
manages to keep at bay are the quiet sounds of sobbing. The tears gather in his eyes and fall. 
Kyle hates seeing his brother like this. He wants to protect Ike from the world. He really 
does. 


“and they stepped on Mom’s brooch,” Ike says. Kyle’s blood runs cold. For some reason, 
that little detail tips him off to who it was. 


Eric. 


The cold running through Kyle’s veins explodes into a heavy boil. Infuriated, it’s all Kyle can 
do to hold back the frustrated scream. 


Ike’s crying starts to harshen. He opens his palms, allowing Kyle to see the damage done to 
the brooch. It’s definitely broken. The main body of it has been cracked, and some of the 
gems have fallen out, leaving empty pockets of silver. Kyle doesn’t know how he hadn’t 
realized earlier, but the pin of the broach has been completely detached; it lays on the surface 
of the table, glinting in an engraved line on the wood. 


“T couldn’t protect her,” Ike whimpers, his face reddening. Kyle pulls the washcloth from 
Ike’s cheek, using a dry corner to wipe away some of the tears that are falling. “If she dies, 
it'll be all my fault.” 


“Oh, Ike,” Kyle whispers. He sets the towel down on the table, scooting close enough so he 
can pull Ike into a hug. He gingerly takes the pieces of the brooch out of Ike’s hands, setting 
them next to the separated pin. With the objects taken care of, he focuses his energy on 
calming his little brother. “It wasn’t your fault, none of this is your fault.” 


“But it is,” Ike whines. “I had pneumonia first, I gave it to her, and now she’s going to die.” 
“Ike, listen to me, this is not your fault.” 


Ike buries his head into Kyle’s chest, clinging to Kyle’s shirt. Kyle allows him to do whatever 
he needs to do. He combs his fingers through Ike’s hair, the way he’d seen Mom do to the 
both of them. He doesn’t know if it helps or hurts. He really doesn’t. But he’s trying, and all 
he can do is hope that Ike’s crying harder because he’s allowing himself to let it out, and not 
because Kyle’s unintentional reminders were too painful. 


They sit like that together for a long while. Minutes and minutes, an amount of time that Kyle 
wouldn’t dare count in his head even if he wished to. Such a thing is unimportant, in the 
grand scheme of it. He forgets, for a bit, that Stan is upstairs waiting. That, too, is 
unimportant. 


When Ike calms down, he pulls away, looking up at Kyle with red eyes. Ike has his brows 
furrowed. He mutters, “You smell a little weird.” 


The fact that Stan is upstairs is suddenly very important. 


Kyle pulls away, retrieves the pieces of the brooch, and tries to brush off Ike’s statement with 
a quick, “Chemistry was eventful today.” 
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Bread, Water, and An Apple 


Chapter Summary 


At some point, his phone buzzes. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Stan’s not nearly as good at hiding things as he thinks he is. As soon as Kyle returned to his 
bedroom, he knew something was up. The way Stan awkwardly maneuvered through the rest 
of their afternoon together was more than enough to convince him that he’d gone and 
involved himself somewhere he likely shouldn’t have. Although at first concerned about what 
might have happened, Kyle ultimately manages to push those feelings away until Stan heads 
home for the night. 


By no means is Kyle his brother, but it doesn’t exactly take a genius to know that whatever 
Stan had gotten himself into was somehow related to Kyle’s dresser. That is where Kyle 
caught Stan lingering, after all— not to mention his awkward exchange in relation to a pencil 
he apparently needed. So, yeah, Stan needs an upgrade in the lying department, but that’s the 
least of Kyle’s worries. The thing Kyle is most concerned about at the moment is figuring out 
specifically what Stan was doing. 


Now alone in his bedroom, Kyle takes it upon himself to start snooping. He doesn’t think it’s 
technically considered snooping, though, considering this is his bedroom, but that’s beside 
the point. He starts with the top drawer, figuring that would likely be where Stan would start, 
with whatever he was doing. He shuffles through his socks. It’s difficult to sort, considering 
he doesn’t know what he’s looking for... if anything. With the sock drawer apparently empty, 
he closes it and moves onto the next drawer down. He shuffles through his shirts, patting for 
any gaps where something might be missing, or any lumps where something might be 
hidden. That drawer is clean, too. 


As he goes through the rest of his drawers, Kyle feels more and more unsettled. He hasn’t 
found anything, and at this point, he doesn’t know if he will. All he has is an intense 
suspicion of Stan’s weird behavior. He didn’t actually see him do anything— and... maybe 
Stan hadn’t done anything. Maybe Stan was looking for something, then? Or maybe Stan was 
telling the truth, or maybe Stan was going to do something, but didn’t have the chance before 
Kyle came in? 


Admittedly, Kyle hesitates before opening his underwear drawer. He doesn’t really know 
why, but he has a weird feeling about this. There’s a strange, building skepticism that makes 
him incredibly uncomfortable. He hooks his fingers through the handle and tugs, just slightly, 
listening to the light slide of the wood frame. Surely, Stan wouldn’t go through Kyle’s 


underwear drawer, right? They’ve made out more times than Kyle can count, at this point— 
and almost gone further, once or twice— but this is a boundary that Kyle always assumed 
neither of them would cross. 


Kyle stops with the drawer less than a quarter of the way open. His heartbeat is picking up, 
making his skin feel hot and flushed. His fingertips feel cold, numbing even though the air 
hasn’t changed at all. He turns his head away from the sight of his dresser without 
consciously thinking about it. He can’t pinpoint the specifics of his own thoughts, they’re just 
swirling. His stomach twists, and— he can’t. He can t. He pushes the drawer shut, maybe a 
little harder than he meant to. If Stan messed around with Kyle’s underwear, Kyle doesn’t 
want to know. He’s afraid of what he’ll see, and he’s afraid of his image of Stan changing. 


He pushes himself up from where he’d crouched on the floor, rubbing at a spot on his 
shoulder which has become increasingly more tense. Staring at the empty of his bedroom, 
Kyle finds himself lost. There’s all of this space around him, there’s all of this normalcy that 
threatens to uproot his foundations of what he’s gotten used to. It probably sounds really 
stupid, but it feels way too calm. Like, way too calm. It’s calm in a way where it isn’t right. 


Kyle takes a single step, flinching at the sound of the floorboards creaking beneath his feet. 
His heart, stress-sensitive, starts to pound more insistently against the tissue of his lungs. He 
feels it, shaking his chest, swaying his body without him trying to move. His ears start to 
ring, picking up a soft tinnitus, and the corners of his vision darkens. He knows what’s 
happening, but at the same time, he lacks the ability to rationalize the words that come with 
the concept. Although the phenomenon is scary, he isn’t frightened of it. He welcomes it, the 
feeling of being light on his feet, the buzzing of the particles around him— which he sees 
bouncing, colliding with the objects of his rooms and filling the walls. 


When it becomes hard to breathe, he decides it best to sit. Kyle slowly crouches, lowering to 
his knees and aiding his balance with his palms. Sitting does little to reorient him, though, 
and without a second thought, he adjusts to lay on his back. His skull pounds, an audible 
representation of his heartbeat. Slowly, his vision starts to brighten again. Blood returns to his 
brain, allowing him to process more easily. His lungs still struggle to take in a sufficient 
amount of air, but he knows that will return to normal in a matter of seconds. 


Kyle trails the fingers of his right hand through his hair. He should shower before bed 
tonight. Oils are already starting to make the hair closest to his scalp feel less than ideal. He 
knows that washing his hair daily is horrible for his curls, but he can’t help it. It’s just so 
gross otherwise. 


He pulls his hand away from his hair and takes another few seconds to recover. He feels more 
or less okay, now. There’s a new feeling in his stomach, one that he’s felt before— but never 
in this way. He feels empty, and while it’s not comfortable (in fact, it hurts a little), he can’t 
help but feel a little... proud. For a moment, he is swept. He thinks about what it’d be like to 
feel this liberated all the time. He wonders if he could pull it off, only eating enough to 
survive and nothing more. He wonders if that would slim him down, if doing so would allow 
him to lose the weight he needs to. He contemplates a goal, just so he can keep track. 


Nothing extreme, or anything. Just five pounds. He wants to get down to an even one- 
hundred and thirty pounds. Nothing wrong with that. Hell, he’d be willing to argue that one- 


thirty is too much, itself. In fact, it might very well be. 


Kyle examines the shadows collecting on his ceiling. He bites at the skin of his lip, chewing 
it until the thoughts calm him. 


One-twenty. One-twenty is a nice, neutral number. He can lose fifteen pounds, right? No big 
deal. The idea triggers a gentle buzzing in his brain. Something pleasant, something soft, 
something kind. He likes the buzzing very much, as it leaves him feeling light. His thoughts 
flow easier, if not a little more widely spaced between one another. The hollow feeling in his 
stomach hits him a little more insistently, but he refuses to allow himself to give in to 
something so physical. He can control himself. 


Getting lost in the ceiling, Kyle decides he might need to check his blood sugar. He’s almost 
certain that his dizziness had been from standing up too quickly, but he knows the importance 
of checking regularly, anyway. He wants nothing more than to keep laying here. He’s been up 
and about all day. He puked up lunch and hasn’t had anything other than gum since. He can 
rest a little. 


It feels like Kyle barely closes his eyes before his door creaks open. He jolts awake at the 
noise, the pounding of his heart returning to the foundations of his head. He squints at the 
light that comes in from the hallway, barely registering the fact that all the lights in his own 
room are off. It’s darker than he remembers it being a second ago. He pushes himself up onto 
his elbow, swallowing through a dryness in his mouth that he doesn’t remember being there 
earlier. 


Fuck... what happened? 


“Kyle?” Ike asks, peeking in from the hallway. In the dark of the room, Kyle can barely see 
the scrape on his cheek. Before Kyle can reply, Ike is speaking again. “Are you okay?” 


“T’m fine,” Kyle says, barely thinking before talking. There’s a familiar feeling. He can’t 
think in words, but he feels it, a lack and a heat that makes him want to fall asleep where he 
lays. He lets himself rest, draping his forearm over his eyes so he can collect his thoughts a 
little easier. With his free hand, he gestures vaguely to his desk— or, where he thinks his desk 
is. He’s having trouble connecting to his proprioception. “Could you grab my kit? I think I 
need to check my levels.” 


“Jesus, Kyle, again?” Ike asks. For a second, Kyle is concerned that he’! get a firm talking-to 
from his little brother, but that doesn’t happen. Not right away, at least. Ike is kind enough to 
allow him a few seconds as he pads his way over to Kyle’s desk. Kyle hears the footsteps, 
and listens to the shuffling as he works on retrieving everything. “This is the third time this 
month, it’s unlike you... I’m getting worried.” 


“Don’t worry about me,” Kyle says. 


“Well, excuse me if I’m having difficulties not worrying about you,” Ike mumbles, sarcastic. 
“T mean, it’s not like you just passed out, or anything.” 


“I didn’t pass out,” Kyle huffs. He lowers his arm from his eyes when Ike taps him on the 
shoulder. He blinks his eyes open, takes the meter with a quiet thanks, and slowly sits himself 


up. 


“How long have you been on the floor?” Ike asks, apparently full of questions today. Kyle 
tries to make quick work of checking his blood sugar, but it’s more difficult than it seems 
when his attention is so scattered. 


“Just a few seconds,” Kyle says, although he has a feeling it’s been at least thirty minutes 
longer than that. His hands are shaking. When did that start? He pricks his finger and presses 
a drop of blood to the little puncture’s surface. When it comes time, he finds himself reluctant 
to look at the result. He does anyway, of course. He’s more immediately faced with the fact 
that his blood sugar is, in fact, low. Kyle can’t escape it anymore. He needs to eat something. 
Unable to help himself, he cusses. This concerns Ike. 


“What?” Ike asks. “What is it?” 


“Nothing,” Kyle replies, huffing as he cleans everything up, returning the items he’d used 
back into the kit. He sets it beside himself on the floor, taking another rest. “I’m just 
frustrated.” 


“With what?” Ike asks, because of course he does. Kyle rubs at his forehead, suddenly very 
conscious of the fact that he exists. “Has this been happening a lot? You might wanna go to a 
doctor, there might be something serious going on or—” 


“Oh, stop, just because Mom’s sick doesn’t mean everyone is,” Kyle snaps. Ike shuts up, eyes 
wide. Immediately, Kyle regrets it. How could he get so riled up like that? It’s not helping his 
case. It’s not helping anything. He apologizes, quiet. 


Nothing is helping anything, actually, and now he has to go downstairs and force himself to 
eat before he goes completely hypoglycemic and finds himself in the back of an ambulance. 


Though, honestly, that doesn’t sound too bad. He’s exhausted enough not to care much. 
Maybe it could be an escape, or maybe he could die and it’d all just go away. 


He wants nothing more than to lay back down on the floor and sleep, risk the agony that’d 
come with not acting immediately like he knows he has to. But one last look at Ike, staring 
down at him with the most fearful expression Kyle has seen on him in years, gives him the 
push he needs to suck it up and be a man already. He uses the wall to help keep himself 
steady as he stands, which probably doesn’t look great from Ike’s end of things. Kyle gives 
him a reassuring, apologetic smile and exits his bedroom. He’s hardly aware that Ike is 
following. 


Kyle’s thoughts are taken up entirely of food. 


What he’s going to eat, how he’s going to eat it, what he can get away with and what he can’t. 
What he thinks he can handle and what will be easiest to force back up again, if it must come 
to that. It’s exhausting. It’s so fucking exhausting. He doesn’t even remember what it was like 
when he didn’t think so hard about what went into his body. It hasn’t been long at all, yet it 
feels like it’s been forever. He loves the empty feeling almost too much to let it go. 


Kyle forces himself to eat as little as he can get away with. Fifteen minutes later, Kyle 
rechecks his levels and sure enough, he’s back in his normal range. When he sees the fact that 
the number has changed, he’s hit with it. It’s a good thing, he knows it is. Maybe that’s what 
makes him want to run to the bathroom and get it back out. 


He feels full. Too full; uncomfortable. It sits in his stomach like a brick. With every passing 
minute, his discomfort grows. He tries to remind himself of the atrocious sick feeling that 
always comes after making himself vomit, and for a while, that helps him keep the urge at 
bay. Another thing that helps is the fact that Ike watches him like a hawk. Kyle wouldn’t be 
able to slip to the bathroom even if he wanted to; Ike would hover by the door and hear 
everything. 


Maybe if you do it in the shower? 
No. 

Maybe if you go for a walk... 

And come back smelling like puke? No. 


There’s no way out, and he knows that. He’s trapped. He has to let it sit in his stomach. He 
has to let it digest. He hates it. 


He fucking despises it. 
It makes him livid. 


Dad comes home around ten, telling them to go to bed. It’s late, after all. Way past their 
bedtime. Ike takes the bathroom first, and Kyle isn’t bothered by that. In fact, he’s fine with 
it. He lingers near Dad until it’s his turn, because he doesn’t trust himself enough to be alone. 
They don’t talk to each other. It’s stiff. The atmosphere makes his ears start to ring again. It 
makes the little voice in his head scream at him. It makes his internal dialogue berate him 
with things he knows are true. When Ike is finished in the bathroom, Kyle says goodnight to 
Dad and heads upstairs, pretending there isn’t a weight in his chest trying to pull him to the 
floor. 


Kyle locks himself in the bathroom. He contemplates a shower, and after a lot of back and 
forth with himself, he decides he can’t get out of it. He turns on the water, strips, and climbs 
in, trying his hardest to ignore the drain and the way the particles hit his body. At some point, 
though, he can’t anymore. There’s only so much he can let himself get away with. Before 
long, he’s doing something different. 


Staring down at himself— at every part of himself, at the way the water rolls down his skin 
to the shower floor— hurts. He grabs at the flesh of his arms, trailing pinches down his sides 
and around his waist, trying to find the worst areas of himself, the places he wants to slice 
away with a knife. He wraps his middle finger and thumb around his wrist. They touch, 
overlapping a little, but not enough. He doesn’t even bother trying to wrap his hand around 
his bicep. That part of himself is too big. 


The water starts to run cold. Kyle hugs himself, blaming it on the chill, but knowing it’s more 
than that. He stares at the way the water swirls down the drain. 


Overwhelmed with thoughts of snow and vomit and how much it hurts. 
He feels sick. 
You need to get it out. 


He grabs at the skin of his sides, claws at the flesh of his stomach, tries to reaffirm the way 
his own hands feel against his hips. He wants it all out of him. No, he— 


You need it out. 


Kyle shakes his head, trying to stop thinking about that. He tries to focus on the way it hurts. 
He tries to focus on how utterly painful it is to vomit, how the burning wears on his throat, 
how his face goes unbearably flushed and how he shakes for hours afterward from the sheer 
trauma done to his body with such an act. 


Think about 
No 

How it’ll feel 
Stop 

When it’s out 
I said stop 
When you’re 
Stop stop it stop 
Empty and one 
Stop 

Step 

Stop 

Closer 

Stop! 

To your 
STOP 


Kyle turns off the water, shivering as he steps out and wraps himself in his towel. His limbs, 
cold from the spray of water, refuse to work properly in the absence of the particles. His 
physical motivation threatens so completely to crumble. He hides himself within the towel; 
he doesn’t dare look himself in the mirror. His hair, wet, drips down his face and neck. He 
rubs the water away. He has to brush his teeth, but the towel is so warm. Against his better 
judgment, he takes a minute just to stand. He recovers. 


Brushing his teeth, the urge is still there. His hand threatens to gag him with his toothbrush, 
just to get it done and over with, but he refuses. He told himself he would never do it again, 
and as difficult and as painful as it is, he intends to keep that one promise. 


He doesn’t even know why he’s trying to stop. It helps. He misses it and it hasn’t even been a 
day. He’s gone longer, he knows he has, but he can’t stop thinking about it because now he no 
longer has the option and it’s freaking him the fuck out. 


He spits out the toothpaste, rinses his mouth, and leaves. He locks himself in his room until 
he’s dressed. Even then, he feels frustrated and terrified of unlocking it. His chest hurts and 
his stomach keeps churning, angry at him for keeping something down and he can’t help it. 
He hates himself for it. His thoughts berate him as he tries to fall asleep. Sneaking things that 
strangle him, grab at his chin and keep him pulled down, out of reach, it builds and stresses 
and he needs out, he needs escape, he needs it out he needs it all out he needs it to get out. 


Itching skin, tingling scalp, he feels dirty and disgusting and he takes up too much space— 
he’s fat, don’t you see? He’s atrocious. 


For two hours, he tries to sleep. He succeeds, though it’s not restful. He tosses and turns and 
loses time more than anything else. At some point, his phone buzzes. It wakes him up. 


Dazed, he checks it. 


Fatass 


Today 2:11 AM 
wakey wakey, sleepyhead ;)) time 2 getupp 


Kyle blinks, rubbing at his eyes. They water in the offensive lighting from his phone, 
contrasted by the pitch black of his room. By the time his focus returns, his phone has shut 
off. He opens it back up just in time to receive another text from Eric. 


Fatass 


Today 2:15 
challenge time. U ready? 


He adjusts himself into a more comfortable position and focuses his energy on replying. 


Fatass 


Whatever. 


Hardly a second later, Eric sends the next text. Kyle is dumbfounded at how he typed that 
quickly. 


Fatass 
TASk 1: ARe u awake?? 10 pushUps to get the blood flowing 


Fuck you. 


There is no thought that goes into Kyle’s actions. He sits himself up automatically, careful 
with his phone still in hand. His muscles ache, willing him to go back to sleep. His eyes 
threaten to slip shut in the remaining dark. The parts of his room not illuminated by his phone 
are nonexistent. His mattress is the only thing actually touched by that superficial light, 
though. How ironic. 


Kyle leaves his phone on his bed, uncaring about its state; it could stay on for all he cares. He 
lowers himself to the floor. The texture wavers in the dark, and it prickles his palms as he 
mentally prepares himself for push-ups so early in the morning. There’s a thickness in his 
throat and a rolling nausea in his stomach, shifting every time he moves. He can feel himself 
running off of steam, at this point. For a second, he can’t do it. He simply lays on his stomach 
on the floor, his arms splayed above him, his fingers gripping the coarse feel of the carpet. 


When he hears his phone go off, Kyle forces himself up onto his palms and toes. He’s steady 
in plank position. Push-ups aren’t difficult. It’s just so late, and the room is so dark, and if he 
goes too fast the floor will creak and Ike or Dad will wake up, and how the fuck is he 
supposed to explain why he’s awake at three in the morning? 


Slow, he begins, counting under his breath until he finishes with ten full push-ups. His 
muscles tense to allow himself to stand, but before he does, he hesitates. He’s awake now, 
definitely. There’s a certain energy pumping through him. A certain... 


You can do ten more, easy. 


Kyle does. He lowers, elbows bending, and then he pushes himself back up. He pays strict 
attention to the posture of his back. He pays strict attention to the tension in his core. He pays 
strict attention to the repetition, the way it’s so easy. 


How about five more? 


Kyle does. He feels the strain, now. Stan’s the one with the seemingly endless upper body 
strength. Kyle has a limit. Twenty-five. 


Not enough. How do you expect to do anything if you give up so soon? 


Kyle stares, unmoving, at the floor between his played palms. He wants to relieve himself of 
this position. It’s aching his feet and he feels uncomfortable, his muscles urging him to lay on 
the ground and stretch like a cat, but he can’t. 


Five more. 


Again, he lowers, and again, he pushes himself back up. He counts under his breath, the 
numbers swirling in his brain, clicking into place as things to remember. His weight: /35, his 
goal: /20, his total push-ups: 30— 


Five more. 
—his total push-ups: 35— 

Five more. 
—his total push-ups: 40— 

Five more. 
—his total push-ups: 45— 

Five more. 


—his total push-ups: 50. 
Fifty. 


Kyle lowers himself to the ground, even as he berates himself with thoughts of how he needs 
to keep going. He rolls onto his back, stares up at the ceiling. It smokes above him, a screen 
of wire, meshed and unfocused. He wonders if he could touch it. When he tries, his arms 
ache in moving. He’s too infinitesimal to touch the ceiling like that. He should know better. 


Kyle forces himself upright, fighting through the warmth beneath his eyelids. He grabs his 
phone. 


Fatass 


Today 2:25 AM 
WE don’t got all night, jiddische bitsch 


Okay. Done. 
Was that enough to get your he@rt beating? 
Why the fuck does it matter? 


WE both know y it matters ;))) TAsk 2: head downstairs + grab urself something 4 breakfast. 


Don’t eat it tho. 


Kyle furrows his brows. Grab breakfast for himself, but don’t eat it? What the fuck type of 
request is that? Even so, he pushes himself to his feet, silently slipping out of his room and 
tiptoeing his way downstairs to the kitchen. He grabs something rather inoffensive: bread. He 
would put it into the toaster, but that particular kitchen appliance is too loud. It’d wake Ike up 
for sure. Dad’s a heavier sleeper. 


Fatass 


Today 2:28 AM 
What am I supposed to do with it? 


Uh bring it with duh 
With WHERE? 


U’L see ;) 


Kyle gives the piece of bread a wary look. Maybe he shouldn’t bring this. Maybe he should 
grab something different. He doesn’t know what Eric intends to do, and he doesn’t want to 
risk... fuck, what would he even be risking? He can’t imagine anything that Cartman’s sick, 
disgusting brain could possibly concoct. Kyle abandons the piece of bread and grabs an apple 
instead. Apples are durable, and light, and safe. He won’t eat it, though. He refuses to. His 
phone buzzes. 


Fatass 


Today 2:30 AM 
Task#3!! Bring ur backpack upstairs. 


Although hesitant, Kyle follows orders. He balances his phone and the apple in one hand, and 
grabs his backpack from where he’d left it earlier near the door for school the next day. He 
heads upstairs, going slow and avoiding the board that creaks when weight is applied to it. He 
slips back into his room. Almost immediately, his phone buzzes again. 


Fatass 


Today 2:34 AM 
Good boy. Task 4? get dressed 4 school. U can’t go looking like you just crawld out of bed, 


huh? 


Kyle can’t explain it, but something feels off. He sets his backpack down on the floor near 
the foot of his bed, pushing the apple into the front-most pocket. He shoots a wary glance 
around his room, double-checking for anything that might look off. Everything is exactly the 
same as he’d left it. He rubs at his arms, suddenly chilled. He grabs an outfit and changes as 
quickly as possible. 


There is a minute, in the quiet of his room, in the silence that he exists within, where he 
simply listens. He hears the distant ticking of a clock, the popping of the vent or air 
conditioner or something. The stillness... it aches. He keeps turning around, convinced 
something is behind him, convinced he isn’t alone, but every time he spins he finds himself 
face to face with the empty darkness that comes with being completely alone and he can’t 


Wrap 

His brain 
Around it 
This— feeling. 


He nearly yelps when his phone goes off again, but manages to keep himself silent, slapping 
his free hand over his mouth. 


Fatass 


Today 2:39 AM 
Mmhmm ;))) m waiting. Look outside n climb out, meyn varnitshkeleh. 


Everything in Kyle’s body tells him not to, but he’s become a master at ignoring the voice of 
reason. He retrieves his backpack and slings each arm through the respective straps, stepping 
to his window and looking out over where he’s supposed to climb down. There’s nothing he’s 
able to cling onto, though, so he scraps the idea of literally climbing out. He turns on his heel 
and leaves his bedroom, carefully going right back downstairs. He unlocks the front door. 


Hesitates. 
Breathes, thinks, wonders, and... 
Leaves. 


The cold of the weather is sharp against his face, so bitter in the early morning hour. He 

makes sure to lock the door behind himself as he travels down the porch steps. The soles of 
his shoes crunch gravel, scraping on a thin layer of freezing sleet, minimal ice that’s hardly 
thick enough to be slick. He takes a hesitant step down his driveway, looking around for the 


reason Eric told him to come outside. It’s barren, though; desolate. Cold. He forgot his jacket. 
Fuck, he knew he was forgetting something. He should go back in and get it. 


Kyle starts to turn, but stops abruptly when he notices a car at the far end of their property, 
just at the edge. The 2006 Ford Fusion glares at him with headlights, beady and catlike. 


He can see the thick silhouette in the driver’s seat. That gives it away. 
Or maybe it’s the glow of the phone screen from within the car that gives it away. 


Or maybe it’s the fact that his phone goes off, and this time when Kyle checks it, the text is 
simple. 


Fatass 


Today 2:46 
u coming? 


A rock lodges itself in Kyle’s throat, forcing him to attempt and reattempt and re-reattempt 
swallowing it down. Struggling, he pushes his phone into his pocket and steels his shoulders. 
His muscles remain malleable from the fifty push-ups he forced from himself just fifteen 
minutes ago. 


He walks. More crunching, false gravel and chewing leaves, hiccuping blades of dead and 
dying grasses as he makes his way over. There’s a tree in Stan’s yard. It’s been slowly 
growing for a while, now. It’s bigger than it was when they were kids, but only slightly. They 
always assumed that tree was a bush. It wasn’t. It was a tree. 


It was always a fucking tree. 


Kyle pulls open the passenger’s side door and hops in, dropping his backpack on the floor at 
the foot of the seat. He doesn’t just shut the door behind him, he slams it, having little regard 
for his own safety. Eric’s attention is turned to his phone. He’s clicking through something. 
Notifications, from some app, or maybe it’s a website he’s tapping at. Kyle doesn’t know, and 
he honestly doesn’t care. He hates the way Eric is so highlighted, the way his face is the only 
goddamn thing able to be truly seen. 


Eric did that on purpose. Kyle is fucking certain of that fact. 


They don’t say anything. Not a damned thing. Kyle wants to. He wants to ask Eric what the 
fuck they’re doing, what the fuck the plan is, what the fuck the point is, what the fuck is 
wrong with him, but Kyle doesn’t say anything. He simply follows, blind as a bat and 
obedient as a doll. Eric shuts off his phone— it clatters to sleep with the audible click-click— 
and shoves it into the pocket of his winter coat. 


Eric’s not wearing that stupid letterman jacket today. Maybe it’d be ridiculous to think Eric 
would wear such a thing in the middle of the night, but Kyle has grown so used to it at this 

point that it’s almost weird to see him don a simple red coat. It reminds Kyle of when they 

were kids, and that makes him feel utterly nauseated. 


Ck-thunk. 


Eric shifts the car into drive and takes his foot off the break. The car stutters like an anxious 
cow, but quickly picks up speed. They take the long way out of the neighborhood, street 
lamps lighting their way, giving the blurred ghosts of ice at the side of the road a distinct 
glitter. Kyle watches those puddles of glistening wet. He watches them, and contemplates the 
chemistry behind it. Slow particles. They’re moving. They’re not squirming, but they’re 
vibrating, creating a solid. Slow particles don’t result from cold temperatures, cold 
temperatures result from slow particles. 


They’re on a new road, now, desolate with no houses or homes to be seen. Nature is a 
memory of the past. It’s just snow, out here, and the street lamps are gone. It’s dark. The 
moon, of course, lights the surroundings to an extent. Otherwise, it’s all reliant on the 
headlights. Eric has the brights on, too. They blare uselessly on the stretch of tar that follows 
down the center, squirreling itself like a snake, curling until it eventually disappears, faded. 


“How many did you do?” Eric asks, breaking the deafness that comes from the endless white- 
noise of tires on jagged-textured road. Kyle refuses to pull his gaze away from the outstretch 
of nothing before them. 


“What do you mean?” Kyle replies. It’s quiet for a beat. 


“Push-ups,” Eric finally says, turning off of the road to enter the highway. This, too, is empty. 
A lone road. Two teenage boys who hate each others’ guts are the only people out here. The 
metal divider demands Kyle’s attention. He stares at it, ignoring the glimpse of Eric’s profile 
as he does so. “How many did you do?” 


“Well, wouldn’t you just like to know?” Kyle says. He crosses his arms over his chest and 
shifts down in the car’s seat. It’s lumpy and uncomfortable, collecting things over the years 
that Kyle doesn’t even want to try contemplating. His muscles ache, now that he’s not using 
them. His neck relaxes and his head falls back against the headrest. A heaviness in his eyes 
builds with pockets deep inside the core of his skull. He shoves back the tears that tell him to 
bail. He didn’t put on the seatbelt. As Eric picks up speed, though, Kyle realizes he doesn’t 
want to put it on. 


Maybe he’d go through the windshield. Maybe Eric would be found guilty of manslaughter. 
And then it’d all be over. His own life is a small price to pay for his family’s. 


Another exit. A stoplight. A green and they’re going, zipping down faster than the speed 
limit, and Eric is chuckling to himself like he’s a badass. Kyle finds a zone, where he is 
entirely neutral and his brain finds elsewhere to be, somewhere much more important than 
the here and now. He thinks he can see the wind with his unresponsive eyes, the same ones he 
can’t forget seeing the fear in, the same ones attached to the body he’s so disgusted to be 
inside of. 


Kyle glances at his lap and wonders when his thighs got so big. 


He rests his head back once more, nestling himself into the gross seat. It smells strange in 
here, but Kyle can’t place the odor. It’s familiar, though. His eyes fall shut, and soon, he’s 
rocked to sleep by the rapid bump-bump-BUMPBUMP-bump-bump of the car’s aimless 
journey. 


Kyle doesn’t know when he wakes up. He doesn’t know when he fell asleep, either, though, 
so knowing the time at that moment would do little for him. He thinks he can see a mild 
brightness in the horizon, though. 


Eric isn’t going as fast, anymore. They slow to what feels like a crawl in comparison to when 
Kyle had last been awake. The car turns left, heading into a parking lot. A large one. Kyle sits 
up straighter in the seat, glancing rapidly around at all the windows. The view he gets is 
undeniably fractured, but just to his right is white and brick and a sign: 


Hell’s Pass Hospital 


Kyle grabs the sides of the seat, white-knuckled in his grip. Overcome with a feeling of 
illness, he struggles to fight the urge to duck out of the car and puke. His control, however 
wavering it may be, remains. He swallows down the nausea and waits for something to 
happen. 


Eric parks and shuts off the engine. Silence. No more rumbling, no more wheezing from the 
engine or other such mechanics. Eric pulls the lever to lower his seat and leans back, nestling 
just far enough to be able to see the vastness of the slowly-expanding hospital in its entirety. 
Kyle watches all the while, eyes open to every little movement as Eric lays down. Eric tucks 
his hands behind his head, lacing his fingers, cradling the back of his neck. 


“Isn’t it just beautiful, Kyle?” Eric asks, eyes virtually unblinking as he admires the exterior 
of Hell’s Pass. That tongue of his, dastardly, licks away the dry scraping of torn skin that had 
collected on his lips. His eyes blink, too, just once. And he breathes. 


Kyle stays to himself, bouncing his leg in quick movements, feeling disgusted with himself 
because he’s so acutely aware of everything Eric does, even when Kyle isn’t actually 
involved. There are just those movements he does, those habits he has, the little things that 
poke up to the surface as human traits, and— 


Such an idea is... 
Weird. 


Something in Kyle’s chest hurts. His fingers itch to open the car door. He sits on his hand so 
he won’t make any premature movements. He doesn’t want to alert Eric to what he’s about to 
do— or, to what he might do in the future, if it comes to that. They’re in a public place, 


though. This is a hospital parking lot. There are cameras, right? There have to be. They’re 
safe. 


“People come here to die, you know,” Eric says, all philosophical, his tone worn like he’s 
smoked a cigarette recently. “Here, this hospital, people come here and ninety percent of the 
time, they don’t fuckin’ leave— and that, Kyle, is beautiful.” 


Kyle could ask so many questions. He could ponder Eric’s interest with death, or ponder 
Eric’s obsession with the beauty of a hospital Kyle had honestly thought they’d both come to 
despise. He could try to understand what the fuck Eric’s brain is trying to get Kyle to connect 
to, but Kyle doesn’t want to do that. Eric is not human. Eric does not deserve sympathy. Kyle 
asks, “What the fuck do you want from me?” and Eric turns to look at him. 


And there is so much nothing that Kyle could choke on it. 


Kyle can’t help the fidgeting. His leg begins to bounce harder, and the car shakes in response, 
a gentle quake that frightens him more than he’d like to admit. 


Eric finally sits up, turning himself just enough to rest on his right elbow, staring at Kyle 
through the illumination of the hospital’s sign, gliding into the car from the windshield. The 
corners of Eric’s mouth twitch, slipping up, a grin. Kyle stares at Eric’s teeth. Predator’s 
teeth, with sharp canines. Kyle wonders why the memories aren’t coming when he’s faced 
with the idiot who made them. He wonders why they only hit him when he’s trying to be 
okay. 


Shifting. Finally, something other than nothing. Eric reaches over and pops open the glove 
box. Kyle tightens in on himself, his breath catching in his throat. He doesn’t want to be 
touched. He doesn’t want to be fucking touched. His skin is fragile, he feels like an insect, he 
can’t be touched or he’ll be crushed and he can’t do that. But Eric doesn’t touch him. He’s 
just opening the fucking glove box... and out comes a circle of fabric, confusing in the 
familiarity it holds. Eric drops it in Kyle’s lap, then goes back to his elbow-side-lean. Kyle 
picks up the item and turns it over in his hands. 


It’s... 


“A yarmulke?” Kyle mutters. He smooths his fingers over the material. He doesn’t trust it. 
It’s strangely heavy, plain in color. Against everything and yet with all of it he wants to open 
the window and throw it as hard as possible until it’s so far away he can t see it anymore. He 
doesn’t move, though. He picks at it, prods with his fingers, feels. Catches his breath. 


“Wear it,” Eric says, tone suddenly breathless. Every single hair on Kyle’s body stands up. 
He glances at Eric, unable to mask the disgust in his own expression when he sees the odd 
look on Eric’s face. 


“What do you mean, ‘wear it’?” 
“Well, let me see, I probably mean wear it, ass-lover,” Eric retorts, shifting to lay normally in 


his reclined seat. Kyle bites at the skin of the inside of his cheek, already worn and ready to 
bleed from the marks his teeth have taken out of it. 


“Why?” Kyle asks. 
“Because I fucking said so!” 


Kyle’s muscles freeze at the anger. An automatic reaction, it fades in seconds, but he’s still 
confused about it all. He doesn’t dare look over, even though he’s so utterly tempted. He 
wants to see the anger, but at the same time, he doesn’t want it burned into his brain. 


“Look,” Eric says, suddenly much calmer. There’s a shuffle as Eric adjusts, but Kyle doesn’t 
look up from where he stares at the yarmulke, so he can’t say for sure what Eric is doing. 
Probably just a simple shift. “You’re a Jew, okay, and we get it, you’re prideful or whatever 
the fuck you dirty motherfuckers think you are.” 


Kyle bristles. 


“Don’t get your tefillin in a twist, Flying Kite,” says Eric. There’s a dichotomy, something 
juxtaposing. Angry words but calm tones, and Kyle has never been more atrociously 
disgusted in his life. “Fucking— whatever, okay? Don’t get me wrong, I’m gonna hate every 
minute you show your stupid Jew-pride with all the fibers of my being, but it’s going to be 
okay, Kyle, you see? You just have to trust me.” 


Kyle looks at Eric, against everything in him telling him not to. Eric is smiling. 
“It’s an exercise to... build character,” Eric concludes. “Like improv, Kyle, you see?” 


Kyle shakes his head, but says nothing. His neck is starting to ache, urging him to lay down 
and sleep. His eyes are heavy, weighted by hundreds of pounds. He shakes his head again and 
wakes himself up just enough to push the yarmulke into his pocket. He won’t wear it, but 
he’ll keep it, because he’s not going to leave something like this in the hands of someone like 
Eric Cartman. “Take me home,” Kyle says. Eric’s smile fades away. 


“Aw, so soon?” 


“T’m serious, Cartman,” Kyle growls, though his voice holds no vindictiveness. “Bring me 
back home, it’s almost five and I need to sleep.” 


“Oh,” says Eric, but the tone of it is not what Kyle wants to hear. Eric reaches over, and this 
time, there’s no escaping touch. Kyle flattens himself back against the seat as Eric basically 
crawls over the center console, his face so close to Kyle’s. Kyle doesn’t know what the fuck 
Eric is doing, he genuinely doesn’t— until the passenger’s seat suddenly clicks and the back 
lowers, and Kyle is horizontal. Eric pulls away, back in the driver’s seat, but Kyle can’t get 
the feeling of being pushed down out of his body. “You can sleep here.” 


Kyle wants to say he doesn’t want to, but he can’t, so he doesn’t. 
“Maybe if you’re good, I’Il give you a ride to school,” Eric says, like that’s something Kyle 
would ever find tempting. Kyle squirms, aching to sit up. He starts to do so, but then Eric 


says, “I’m not asking you,” and Kyle knows what that means. 


Tasks. 


Kyle’s body lowers back down on its own. He stares at the stained ceiling of the Ford Fusion, 
pretending the dust isn’t dust and pretending the glow isn’t from the hospital. He doesn’t 
want to sleep. He doesn’t want to let his guard down in such a vulnerable area, where Eric’s 
threats to his mother’s life have felt so legitimate, though Kyle knows they’re likely not. 


They can’t be legitimate. They just can’t. 


“What'd you grab?” Eric asks. The question does little to rouse Kyle from his silence. He 
grunts a questioning noise that Eric seems to understand. “The food, what’d you bring?” 


“An apple, you fat fuck,” Kyle snaps. That seems satisfactory to Eric, since he doesn’t speak 
on it further. With the newfound quiet, Kyle is frozen in himself. It’s uncomfortable to sit in 
the reclined seat of a car. There’s a corner of something rough digging into the lower area of 
his back, his thoracic spine complaining. He uses that as motivation to stay awake. He finds a 
spot on the ceiling, stares at it, and remembers. 


Ike. 
“Do not ever touch my brother.” 


Eric glances up from where he’s digging into Kyle’s backpack. Kyle just sees these two 
beady eyes that show little more than the darkness of the mix of pupil and deep brown iris. 
Although remembering plainly what Eric has done to him, and that he’s vulnerable on his 
back like this, Kyle feels no fear. He just feels anger, livid at the fact that Eric would dare lay 
a finger on any member of his family, especially his little brother. Kyle is supposed to protect 
Ike, and for the love of everything good great and holy, Kyle will gladly die doing so if he 
has to. “Okay,” Eric says, and then he goes back to his search. Kyle’s breath catches. 


“Okay? Okay?” Kyle asks, sitting up. Eric moves up, having retrieved the apple. He takes a 
bite, and Kyle begins to speak at a more volatile register. “That’s it? Just okay? You push my 
brother onto the curb and break my mother's fucking brooch and all you have to say to that is 
okay?” 


“Settle down, Jew-nerd,” Eric says, leaning back in the driver’s seat, munching on the bite of 
the apple. “I didn’t touch your snotty baby brother—” 


One word too many, one slip past the line Kyle has set up for himself, and he loses all 
control. He turns in the front passenger’s seat, reaching over and gripping Eric’s throat with 
his right hand. Eric, surprised, chokes down the swallow of the apple. Kyle feels the way his 
throat tightens and moves beneath his hand. When Eric moves to push him away, Kyle 
tightens his grip and moves onto his knees in the seat, threatening to climb into the fucking 
driver s seat with him and break his fucking neck. Eric drops the apple. It disappears into the 
dark recesses of the back seat floor. 


Eric opens his mouth, and a noise between a gasp and a huff escapes. Zs this fuck seriously 
trying to laugh? 


Kyle climbs over the center console, applying as much pressure as he can allow without 
committing murder, though he genuinely has a hard time figuring out why he shouldn’t just 


choke him out, kick him to the curb, and run him over with the car. Kyle never took driver’s 
ed for fear of getting into an accident and killing someone, and he finds that ironic. 


As he stares down at Eric, both of his hands wrapped around the fat fuck’s neck, straddling 
his lap with the steering wheel pressing into his lower back, Kyle is overwhelmed with the 
fact that he’s in control. He could do anything within his power, and Eric would be helpless. 
Look at the way he stares up at him, those brown eyes wide, collecting light from the hospital 
that spans the windshield’s view. A sickening excitement fills Kyle, mixing dangerously with 
that anger. He can see the possibility of himself digging in until Eric chokes to death. He can 
see the possibility of stabbing Eric with the car keys— he can see the possibility of pulling 
Eric out of the car and smashing his skull against the cement. 


Kyle does none of those things. He just keeps his hands firmly wrapped around Eric’s neck, 
his thumbs pressing at the form of his trachea. Eric coughs, lets out a strange gagging noise, 
but Kyle doesn’t let up. “Shut up, motherfucker, /’m in control here,” Kyle hisses. Eric, 
heaving shallow breaths, shifts with every exhale. Kyle seems to settle a little bit more each 
and every time Eric does. Kyle shifts up, leaning in, intensifying the eye contact. Whatever 
happens, he wants Eric to remember this. He wants Eric to know just how easy it is for Kyle 
to overpower him. 


Kyle needs himself to know how easy it is to overpower Eric. 


“Tve seen the fucking damage,” Kyle says. “I have seen the scrape on my brother’s cheek, I 
have seen the shattered brooch, the one that my great-grandmother bought before she 
immigrated from Poland, you ignorant fuck— which I am sure you did on purpose.” 


Another cut-off noise from Eric, and another round of Kyle paying no attention to it. He 
scrapes his nails into the skin on Eric’s neck, letting up only enough for Eric to be able to 
breathe. Eric inhales, grabbing Kyle’s wrists. 


“Look at me in the fucking eyes,” Kyle says, “And tell me you didn’t fucking touch my 
brother.” 


Nothing. 
“Lie to me,” Kyle snaps. “I fucking dare you, lie to my goddamn face!” 


Eric just looks up at him. There is no reaction. Words build up in Kyle’s chest, and he lets 
them all out without thinking. 


“You can hurt me all you want,” Kyle says. “You can hit me and break me and ruin my 
fucking life all you want, but if you ever so much as look at my little brother, I will not 
hesitate to fucking kill you, just like this, with my bare FUCKING hands— do you hear me? 
If you breathe in his direction, I will buy a gun just to shoot you, I will claw your eyes out 
and I will watch you bleed to death, J will break every law known to man if it means keeping 
him safe and I do not care—” 


Kyle takes a breath— 


“—if it fucking kills me, I do NOT care if I get put in prison for life, I do not CARE, do you 
HEAR ME?” 


Kyle’s skin is buzzing. It’s vibrating, clawing at the flesh that sticks to his bones, making him 
feel alive and free to do whatever he wants. He doesn’t see a point in not killing Eric, he 
really doesn’t, but at the same time he can’t bring himself to strangle him. All of these 
scenarios surround him, each of them more grisly than the last, and yet as gruesome as they 
are, as horrible as his mind has suddenly turned— and as much as this obese son of a bitch 
deserves it, Kyle can’t. 


He sees those brown eyes, and Kyle knows they can’t empathize, but they are so convincing 
in their deception. And Kyle swears— 


—(Kyle swears on his fucking life)— 
—that he sees fear. 
And in a flash, Kyle sees a human being. 


Kyle doesn’t remember letting his grip go slack, so it must happen without him realizing it. 
Eric seizes the opportunity, grabbing Kyle’s wrists within his hands and claws at the skin on 
Kyle’s arms, the arms that suddenly look thinner than Kyle remembers them being just a few 
hours ago. Eric sits up, and something shifts. It is with a chill that Kyle realizes Eric has an 
erection. 


Suddenly, Kyle loses the ability to breathe. 


He thrashes, trying to shift up and out of where he has been sitting in Eric’s lap for far too 
long. His entire body feels like it’s going to snap, everywhere he has touched Eric twitches 
and feels like it’s been clawed, the skin feels ripped to shreds even though he is in one piece. 
He wrenches his wrists out of Eric’s grip and in his panic, he hits the lock, kicks the door 
open— 


Eric grabs Kyle by the waist, and with that purchase, manages to throw Kyle into the ajar 
door. Kyle hits it with his shoulder, tumbling sharply to the ground with an unbearable 
impact. The back of his head hits the pavement, his jaw snaps closed, and his lungs cannot 
take in or exhale air. He opens his mouth, gasping for breath, heaving a wheeze that’s 
deafening to his own ears. A ringing starts in the base of his skull, a numbing torrent of 
endless throbbing, wave after wave of heated pain prickling his scalp like a bruise is forming. 
He fears that he may be bleeding, and he wants to check, but he can’t move his arms. He 
can’t move anything. 


He sees the brown eyes of Eric hovering over him, infiltrating the brilliant brightness of the 
moon that illuminates the shaded area of the parking lot, where the hospital lights don’t reach 
far enough to shine. 


“Awh, see what you made me do, you poor little Jew?” Eric asks, his voice almost a coo. As 
Kyle fights for the breath he’s been able to regain, his airways burning from the suddenness 
of the oxygen, Eric traces the heart of his hand over the surface of Kyle’s right cheek. He 


leans down until their foreheads are almost touching. “Now you’re going to listen to me, and 
you’re going to listen to me good.” 


Kyle couldn’t speak even if he wanted to. He gasps for breath while trying not to intake any 
of the scent of Eric’s cologne or the mystifying constance of Cheesy Poofs and snack cakes 
under it all. It’s impossible. H eyes water from the effort. Eric’s face is too pale; his mouth 
moves too fast, his eyes are black. 


“You are going to say nothing,” Eric says. “I am going to help you up and back into the car 
and I’m going to be a caring boyfriend to my poor partner who got a little too animated 
during sex, do you hear me? Because that’s why you fell out of the car and hit your poor, 
aching little head... isn’t that right?” 


Kyle opens his mouth, just to breathe, but Eric claps his free palm over Kyle’s nose and 
mouth. Kyle’s airway squeezes. 


“Don’t say anything,” Eric tells him. “Poor boy fell, didn’t you? And we were just getting to 
the good part, too...” 


A grin takes over. Kyle doesn’t dare move a muscle. Eric finds pleasure in that, Kyle knows 
for certain. Eric lets go of Kyle’s nose and mouth, allowing Kyle the ability to breathe again. 
With that arm now free, Eric uses it to usher Kyle into an upright position. For a second, Kyle 
is lightheaded. Sucked into the sensation of falling through space, Kyle grabs Eric’s shirt and 
holds on tight. The world, spinning turning and whipping around him, settles into a strange 
midway of static and nothing, like staring at a television with a bad signal. Next thing Kyle 
knows, he’s laying in the backseat of Eric’s car, all the doors shut. 


Kyle doesn’t know where Eric is until the car starts to move. 


The rumble of the 2006 Ford Fusion, although frightening him with the future of what might 
happen, soothes and simultaneously irritates the terrible pain in his head. 


Kyle's hand falls from the seat, draped over the edge and brushing against the floor of the car. 
There's dingy carpeting, tacky beneath his touch. The car comes to an eventual stop at a 
traffic light, and in that lull, something round rolls across the floor and hits Kyle's knuckles. 
On instinct, he pulls it into his palm. He doesn't lift it up, and he doesn't grab it, he just keeps 
it in his hand. His energy is too far gone to do much else. The remains of his logical mind 
fade with the realization that this is the apple. The one he brought, the one Eric retrieved from 
his bag, the one Eric took a single bite out of before Kyle jumped him, and... 


.. with nothing else to comfort him, Kyle falls asleep. 
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When You're Okay 
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What else could Eric have done? 
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When Kyle comes to, he’s in his own driveway. 


The cold soaks into the backs of his clothes. His shirt and pants are damp from the melting of 
a tiny layer of ice, and snow peppers his shoulders and hair. His scalp feels sensitive, and his 

mouth is stale. He needs to brush his teeth. He stares up at the sky, where the clouds stay and 
reign over the rest of the Earth, and he wonders how he managed to get here. 


Unable to find a logical conclusion besides Eric must have gotten bored and dumped me 
here, Kyle gives up and pushes himself into a sitting position. There’s a place in his back that 
hurts, stiff and tender like he pulled a muscle. Whatever corner had been digging into his 
back must have done a number on him. He rubs at the spot, cringing at the uncomfortable 
feeling of mist-thickened cloth. 


Kyle glances around the area, searching for something he can’t really comprehend fully. He 
tries to swallow through the gross taste of stale saliva that has stagnated in his mouth. He 
wipes at his lips, trying to make sure he wasn’t drooling or anything. He hopes it’s early 
enough that no one saw him asleep out here. That’d be embarrassing, and he doesn’t want to 
have a talk with Dad. 


Kyle stumbles to his feet. His ass and thighs are numb from laying out on a cold surface 
for... however long. He doesn’t have a watch on him. He thought he had his phone, but when 
he checks his pockets for it, he can’t find it. He moves to head inside, but almost trips over 
something heavy in his path. Upon further inspection, he discovers it’s his backpack. He 
blinks at it like it’s a foreign object. He can’t really recognize it, as strange as that sounds. 


God, his head... 


With uncoordinated hands, he retrieves the backpack. He doesn’t bother pulling it over his 
shoulder, though. He lacks the giveashit about something so asinine. He wonders if he’ Il be 
able to fake sick today, but he knows that he could never get away with it. He can’t act for 
shit, and Dad always sees through him. It’s kind of funny, actually. He’s been sick plenty of 
times, yet he just can’t reenact the way being sick makes him appear. Maybe it’s because he 
doesn’t know how he looks when he’s sick. He just knows it feels gross. 


He feels weird. 
Exhausted. 
That was not a restful nap. 


Was Eric trying to prove something? Is that why Eric wanted Kyle to go along with that? To 
reinstate his mark of superiority by making Kyle feel shittier than he already would under 
normal circumstances? Or to protect himself from legal repercussions in case someone saw 
the contents of a security camera from the hospital? Eric is so fucking ridiculous. 


Kyle pulls the backpack up, simply adjusting it in his tired hands. His fingers don’t want to 
grip. They ache and try to release, but he refuses to let them. He probably looks pathetic, 
shuffling slowly and carefully up to the front door of his house, but he can’t find it within 
himself to care. His heart feels like it’s raining, heavy down to his toes, with clouds in his 
brain that thunder too loud for him to know what the point is, anymore. He pulls his keys out 
of the pocket of his backpack and steps inside, out of the sterile winter air. 


The clock hung on the wall reads five fifty-two. It’s almost six in the morning, which means 
it’s almost seven, which means his school day starts too soon for him to sleep if he wants to 
consider himself officially conscious for the rest of today. He drops his backpack next to the 
front door and doesn’t bother taking his shoes off. They leave spots of water and snow in the 
frazzled carpet of the living room. He doesn’t care. He collapses into the couch and sits. 


Staring up at the ceiling, popcorn texture but blurring from a film Kyle can’t remember 
having gathered, he doesn’t care. 


With horrific clarity, Kyle comes to the realization that he could kill himself. It would be so 
easy to get off the couch and leave home. It would be so easy to walk the twenty-five minutes 
to the bridge that goes over the highway just out of town. It would be so easy to climb up that 
metal barrier and throw himself off and it would be so easy to just let go. 


The thought frightens him, genuinely terrifies him, because he can picture the scenario so 
clearly in his head. He plays it over and over to himself, what it must feel like to drop and be 
free and not have to care anymore. It would be painful, of course. He wouldn’t die right 
away, would he? He would break bones and experience severe injury before eventually 
hemorrhaging or dying from shock or whatever. But he can’t stop thinking about it, and even 
when he thinks about all of the injury and possibly living through something so disgusting, 
he’s not afraid of it. 


He’s afraid of not being afraid of it. 


In fact, he’s terrified of his lack of feeling. 
He’s so heavy. He’s a bag of stones. He doesn’t want to keep doing this. 


Ike comes downstairs at six-thirty. He’s dressed in pajamas, still. There’s a band-aid over the 
worst part of the scrape he got yesterday. They told Dad about Ike’s run-in with a random 
asshole off the street. Dad did the protective parent thing and made sure Ike was okay. Kyle 
runs through it in his head. Or, he tries to. His eyes catch on Ike, and he knows it’s weird to 
just stare at someone, but he can’t help it. He has no energy to do anything else. 


“Kyle, are you okay?” Ike asks, but there’s a certain tone to it. Like he’s given up really 
trying to get to the bottom of it, or like he’s annoyed and is just going through the motions. A 
self-hating part of Kyle loves that. That part of Kyle wants to be treated like scum and 
forgotten about. And in the moment, in the minute, in the second, that part of Kyle is all that 
is left. 


“Don’t,” Kyle says. “Seriously, you don’t have to talk to me if you don’t want to.” 


Ike doesn’t say anything. He just disappears into the kitchen, and for a while, that’s that. Kyle 
is relieved to not have to talk to anyone, and he’s in love with the feeling of being hated so 
strongly. He wants to be dropped and torn to pieces and lost in the tides of it all. He wants to 
be told he’s an annoying dramatic fucking idiot who doesn’t deserve to be alive in the first 
place. He wants to leave and know that no one would give a shit. 


Ike comes back with two oranges and sits next to Kyle on the couch. He holds one of the 
oranges out for Kyle to take, but Kyle doesn’t take it. Instead, Ike drops it in Kyle’s lap and 
starts to tear into his own. Kyle stares down at the fruit in his lap. He says nothing. 


“Stop being like that, Kyle,” Ike says through a bite of a piece of orange. It’s slightly 
mutilated. Ike has never been great at peeling oranges. He always gets his hands all sticky, 
but he doesn’t wash them afterward. Kyle can’t imagine having tacky fingers for so long. He 
wants to find one of Mom’s many packages of wipes and clean Ike’s hands off for him, once 
he’s done. He just wants to take care of his brother. Being in charge of something else makes 
Kyle feel less like he’s about to jump off of the bridge outside of town. Ike finishes half of his 
orange and asks, “Are you depressed?” 


Kyle is silent until he says, “No,” because that’s what he’s supposed to say. 


Because he’s not depressed. He’s never seen a therapist, he’s never taken medication, he’s 
never this, he’s never that, he’s never all these things yet at the same time he feels like he 
can’t move. And he thinks most of him can’t find a reason to move. And he remembers, once, 
when he and Stan were kids... that Stan said it feels like being stuck in one of those dreams 
where you can’t move, no matter how hard you try. The faster and harder you try to run, the 
more your body works against you, Stan had said. 


And Kyle, young and lacking the development of empathy, told Stan that was kind of gay and 
then they played video games until they passed out at two in the morning. 


“Because...” Ike begins, though trails off quickly, as if thinking too hard about what he’s 
about to say. Knowing him, it’s entirely possible. His brain works quickly. He doesn’t hesitate 
when he doesn’t want to. Kyle exhales and closes his eyes against the offending interior of 
the place he’s always called home. Well, for most of his life. Ike shifts. Kyle listens to Ike 
tearing off the next section of his orange. “You haven’t been eating, you’re having issues 
keeping your blood sugars under control, you keep getting high...” 


Kyle opens his eyes and looks over. Ike, having contemplated his words, has turned his 
attention fully to Kyle. They don’t speak. Clock ticking, lungs breathing, eyes blinking, they 
do not speak for doing so would be a sin. In the mind of Kyle, at least, and he doesn’t take 
such a thing lightly. Kyle turns away, looking straight ahead once more. His shoulders ache to 
go to bed, and his soul wishes to fall asleep. 


“are you running away from it? From her?” asks Ike. “Are you trying to distance yourself 
so it doesn’t hurt as much when it actually happens for real?” 


Kyle whispers, “What are you talking about?” 
“Mom,” says Ike. “When she dies—” 


[if you don’t fail the test 
You'll kill her? PIU kill her 
PLL kill her 

YOU will kill her 

YOU will 

YOU] 


Kyle can’t help it. It builds in his chest until he can’t anymore. He flinches, hard, gripping the 
fabric of his jeans, trying to ground himself to his own body. He snaps, “She’s not going to 
die!” and the look on Ike’s face is horrible. Kyle hadn’t seen, or maybe he hadn’t cared to 
notice, but Ike’s eyes are rimmed red and they’re wet in the early morning light. No response, 
just silence, just— 


l 


thesoundofcontrol 
—a lingering. 


“Why are you thinking like that, Ike?” Kyle asks. He doesn’t know how it comes across. He 
doesn’t know. It hurts to speak. To be meek. He rolls his shoulders and forces himself to sit 
up straighter. It’s the last thing he wants to do, but he does it anyway, because of fucking 
course he does. Ike looks down, at his lap, where the remnants of the peel sit on a spread 
paper towel over his legs. 


“Check your blood sugar and eat the orange,” Ike says. He gathers the orange peel into a pile 
in the center of the paper towel, wraps it nicely, and stands. He heads into the kitchen, 
presumably to throw the inedible portion of breakfast away. Kyle watches, because for a 
moment, that’s all he’s able to do. 


After far too long of no activity, he picks the orange up from where Ike had tossed it into his 
lap earlier. He rolls it in his hands, staring at it, feeling the texture. It’s weighty in his palm. In 
that moment, he can’t imagine bringing himself to eat it. Just the thought is enough to make 
him feel nauseous. A thickness builds in his throat, something that makes swallowing nigh 
impossible. He... 


He can’t eat this. He can’t. 


If he eats it, it’ll fill him. It’ll stick with him. It'll digest, and he won’t be able to lose any of 
the weight that he carries with him, and that scares him. He goes back to fidgeting with the 
orange, picking at the uneven surface of the peel, trying to find an imperfection that will 
render it inedible for himself. 


“Why aren’t you eating it?” 


Kyle flinches, looking towards the voice of his brother. Ike peeks out from the doorway of 
the kitchen, expression neutral. Kyle shrugs off the statement, leaves the orange on the coffee 
table, stands, and makes his way to his backpack to retrieve his kit. He makes a show of 
searching for it, rustling through papers and notebooks and pockets he knows it’s not in. 
Guilty, he tries to stall. Maybe if he just pretends he can’t find it. Maybe Ike will walk away, 
or get bored, or give up. 


Kyle reminds himself he’s the older brother, so technically, he doesn’t have to do anything 
Ike tells him to do. It’s a stupid sentiment that he doesn’t agree with, but he can’t help it. And 
yet here he is, searching through his backpack like he doesn’t know exactly where the kit is 
and he’s caught in a loop of inactive action and he can’t fucking stop. 


He can’t. 
He can’t eat that orange. 
He cannot eat that fucking orange. 
[lookathimsopathetic] 


“Kyle,” Ike says, and Kyle increases the fervor of his search, trying to bury himself in the 
texture of his backpack’s exterior. Kyle knows Ike is stepping closer; he hears the footsteps. 
He hears the creaking of a floorboard. He feels Ike’s presence when he’s close enough to be 
felt. He feels the way Ike kneels next to him and pulls the backpack out of his grip, searching 
for the kit himself. He watches, frozen, as Ike opens up the exact pocket Kyle had been 
avoiding and pulls the kit out without a second thought. Ike holds it out. Kyle doesn’t want it. 


If he takes it, he has to check— 
and if he has to check, he has to acknowledge— 
and if he has to acknowledge, that makes it real— 


and if he makes it real, he has to eat 


the fucking 
orange. 


You cannot eat the orange. 
Don’t eat it. 

Do not eat it. 

Mind over matter. 

Do not fucking eat it. 

Itl just make you feel sick. 


“Are you okay?” 


Kyle glances up, though breaks off the eye contact in a matter of seconds. He takes the kit 
from Ike and unzips it, going through the contents as slowly as he can get away with, but 
that’s a mistake. Ike is already on-edge. Kyle’s stalling is making it worse. Ike frowns. 


“Kyle, can you hear me?” 


“Loud and clear,” Kyle mutters, forcing himself into autopilot as he goes through the routine 
of checking. Pricking, sticking, blood, tabs and the machine and the way it highlights his 
stupid number, and there it fucking is for all the world to see. 


He wants to hide it and pretend it’s higher than it really is, because it’s low. Not dangerously 
low, but low, and it’s something he needs to correct as soon as possible if he doesn’t want to 
go into an emergency. He can’t hide it, though, because Ike has the eyes of a fucking hawk. 
Ike pouts like a child and grabs the orange from the coffee table, quickly returning with it. 
“Eat the orange,” Ike says. Kyle takes the orange from Ike and shoves his stupid kit back 
where it came from. 


Kyle stands up and wanders into the kitchen to distract himself from his current task of 
peeling the orange. The rind gets under his nails, and the juice of the fruit makes his fingers 
sticky. He scowls at it, pausing beside the trashcan and tossing bits and pieces of the thick 
skin into it. From the doorway, Ike is watching, wringing his hands in an anxious stance. 
Kyle tries to ignore him. 


Once it’s fully peeled, he grabs a bowl from the cabinet to his left and places the pieces of 
orange into it. They’re separated into their natural slices, damp with droplets of citrus. Bright 
and full of nutrients, with fiber and color and particles. He stares into the bowl, trying to 
forget about the fact that his hands smell disgustingly sweet. 


He doesn’t want to eat it. Just the idea is enough to make him nauseous. He feels it building 
up, a pressure in his chest, an automatic repulsion, something he can hardly control. He picks 
up a piece of the orange, takes a bite. It stings the place in his mouth he’d been chewing on 
with stress. It’s sour and sweet and too fucking sugary, and he has to actively fight back the 
terror that comes with chewing it. Every fiber of his being needs him to spit it out, but he 
can’t do that, Ike is watching. If he spits it out, Ike will freak out and Kyle can’t have that. It 
hurts to swallow, it makes him feel like he’s about to puke. He doesn’t understand when this 
became so difficult, when he stopped being able to tolerate eating. He doesn’t get it and he’s 


afraid of it, torn apart because it’s comfortable not giving in to eating and he loves the way 
it’ Il make him lose weight if he just stops but he can t and he’s fucking scared. 


Kyle finishes the orange, but he feels like he murdered a man. He wasted food. He ate it, but 
he wasted it, and now it’s in his stomach and his brain is exploding with thoughts that harass 
him because he wasn’t able to keep this under control, he was bossed around by his little 
brother, Ike made him eat— 


That’s an excuse. 


Kyle rinses the bowl out in the sink, biting back the urge to say fuck it and stick his fingers 
down his throat right here. He shuts off the water and leaves the bowl in the dish rack. He’s 
shaking. Maybe his blood sugar is too high, now. If he throws up, it’ll go back to normal. If 
he injects insulin, it’ll help, too, but that’s— he’d... no. That’d do nothing for the fact that he 
ate something and needs it out. 


He pushes past Ike and wastes no time shoving on his coat. It’s early, and he knows it is, but 
he needs to get out of the fucking house. He needs to get away from other people, and he 
needs to have a place to freak out so he doesn’t do something stupid. 


You ate it because you can’t help yourself. 


“T’m going to head out,” Kyle says, trying to force himself into the most normal tone he can. 
It’s hard. He hopes Ike will brush off Kyle’s weird behavior as a hypoglycemic thing. Ike has 
acknowledged that Kyle gets weird when his blood sugar is low. He always has, he always 
will, it’s just the way— 


I can’t believe you ate that. 
—life is, it’s just the way Kyle’s body functions. 
“Be safe,” Ike says. 


“That’s my line,” Kyle retorts. Ike says nothing in return. Ike goes upstairs, presumably to 
change into his uniform, and Kyle leaves the house without another word. He doesn’t bother 
locking the door. His father will do that when he leaves for work after sending Ike off to 
school. 


You’re disgusting. 
Kyle doesn’t feel the cold. He only feels the orange in his stomach. 
You’re a disappointment. 
You gave in too easily. 
You’re weak. 


You’re pathetic. 


Kyle sits himself down on the front step of the Marsh house. 
Pathetic, pathetic, pathetic. 
Poor baby, crying over a fucking orange. 
You let yourself eat it. 


You don’t have to do anything anyone tells you to do, but you did it anyway, because 
you’re a pig. 


He digs into his backpack, trying to find his phone. It’s not where he usually leaves it, which 
he finds strange. He struggles to remember where he put it last night, before he got into Eric’s 
Ford Fusion. He can’t. His brain refuses to allow him permission to the memories. It’s 
frustrating, he supposes, but he gets over it quickly. 


Do you even know how many calories are in an orange? 
Kyle sends Stan a text. 


Stan 


Today 7:32 AM 
Dude we’re running late. Where are you? 


Of course you don’t, because you don’t care enough to find out. 
Kyle waits a few minutes, staring at the screen. Why isn’t Stan replying? 
Well, what are you waiting for? Fucking search it up. 
Kyle opens up a web browser and types a question into the search bar. 
number of calories in orange 


67. It’s 67. There are 67 calories in an orange. What percentage of the recommended daily 
average is that? 67 divided by 2,500 is 0.03. Move the decimal to get a percentage of 3. How 
many oranges could he eat before he hit 2,500 calories, he wonders? 2,500 divided by 67 is 
37.3... he could eat 37 oranges, technically. That’s a lot of oranges. He could never in a 
million years eat that much in a day, but it’s what he could technically have. Fucking hell, 
just the thought of that much is disgusting. Kyle tucks his phone into his pocket and hugs 
himself, slouching and thinking and waiting. 


His stomach feels upset. He feels like he’s about to vomit. He hunkers down tighter, 
slouching more thoroughly, staring intently at the pattern of Stan’s driveway just a few feet 
away. It’s rough. He tries to come up with designs he could trace against it with chalk, but it’s 
difficult to do so. There’s a water stain shape where the edges of ice patches are— 


Kyle flinches at the loud slam from the action of Stan coming outside. Kyle opens his mouth, 
saying, “Where were you?” 


The glimpse he catches of Stan’s face is telling. Stan looks half dead. There’s a heaviness in 
his eyes as he hops down the steps and starts his way down the driveway. Stan lingers for a 
second at the foot of the driveway and stares at something off in the distance. Kyle frowns, 
pushing himself up to follow Stan with a heaviness of his own. Kyle lightly punches Stan in 
the back, which Stan doesn’t enjoy, if the angry noise he makes is anything to go by. Kyle 
skids around the outskirt of a half-invisible ice patch as he says, “Dude, don’t ignore me.” 


“T’m not ignoring you,” Stan replies. He sounds uncaring, and Kyle frowns. “What, did you 
say something?” 


Kyle narrows his eyes. “I asked where you were,” he says. “You didn’t reply to my text, and 
you’re ten minutes later than usual, we’re probably going to miss first period, at this rate... 
did something happen?” 


Stan blatantly ignores the question. “You’re overreacting, we’re not going to miss first 
period.” 


“Fine, we won’t miss first period! That doesn’t mean you’re not ignoring me.” 
“T’m talking to you, aren’t I?” Stan snaps. 


Startled by the sudden sharp tone, Kyle stops in his tracks. The quick halt makes the slush 
around the cracks in the sidewalk squelch. The noise is enough to make Kyle feel ill, or 
maybe it’s the association of the noise. He doesn’t know, and part of him doesn’t want to. He 
distracts himself from the orange in his digestive system by examining the way Stan refuses 
to meet his gaze. 


Stan’s skin, perpetually pale from staying inside for so many days in his past, has a sickly 
smooth look to it. There are bags under his eyes. He looks bruised. He looks... depressed. 


“Have you been skipping your meds?” Kyle asks, but Stan ignores him again. 
“Dude, are you wearing a yarmulke?” Stan asks. Immediately, Kyle’s muscles constrict. 


“What? No!” he exclaims. He remembers a piece from last night, where Eric gave him the 
yarmulke and told him to wear it... oh, fuck— Kyle reaches up and feels on his head, and 
sure enough, there it is. Pinned in his hair, which feels shorter and more—... why does his 
hair feel different? Why the fuck does his hair feel different? Kyle mumbles a cuss under his 
breath, digging into his pockets in search of his hat. He’s stalling, he thinks, maybe— he 
needs an excuse, a reason why, because he can’t be honest. He can’t. Kyle swallows, 
stuttering, “I’m not— it’s... my mom wanted me to wear it, okay?” 


“Okay, man, Jeez, I didn’t realize you were going to get so defensive about it,” Stan says, 
hands up in surrender. 


“T’m not defensive!” Kyle snaps. He feels like he’s shaking, unsure of himself and confused, 
trying to remember and trying to figure out if he wants to, and— for fuck’s sake, he left it in 
his pocket, he knows he did— it’d taken forever to put it in there, to wrap it up so tightly it’d 
fit. He finds it after way too long. He manages to pull his ushanka out from his jacket pocket. 
He twists the hat in his hands, fidgeting and fighting the way he wants to flee. He smooths 
the hat out, and then reaches up to put it on— 


Stan grabs Kyle’s wrist. Wide-eyed, Kyle looks at where Stan holds him so tightly. Kyle’s 
heart starts to pick up. He doesn’t like the feeling of being grabbed, he doesn’t like it, he 
wants Stan to let go he wants him to let go but he can t fucking move he cant he’s frozen. 


“You’re totally defensive,” Stan says. “Why? Your mom wants you to wear it— I mean, I 
don’t get it, but I’m not Jewish, so that comes with the territory, but, like... I also don’t get 
why you’d wear a hat over it, if you’re wearing it anyway.” 


Kyle just stares. 
“Ts it Cartman?” Stan asks. “Are you afraid of what he’d say—” 


“T’m not afraid!” says Kyle. “I’ve never been afraid of him! I’m just— I don’t want to deal 
with his shit today.” 


“If he finds out you’re wearing a hat over that, he’s going to have a field day,” Stan says. 
“He’s going to think you’re, like, self-conscious about it, and he’s going to make sure your 
life is a living hell for at least the next week.” 


Stan finally lets go of Kyle’s wrist. Reeling, Kyle tugs his arms to his chest, gripping the hat 
like a lifeline. 


“If he sees me wearing it, he’s going to make my life a living hell,” Kyle says, but he doesn’t 
know if that’s true. He’s just repeating what Stan said— isn’t he? No, wait, no, Kyle said the 
opposite. Is that what he meant to say? He can’t remember, but now he has to own it. What’d 
he say? Right, if Eric sees him wearing the yarmulke he’! make his life a living hell— and 
that’s true, isn’t it? Because that’s giving in. This is giving in. 


“Exactly,” Stan says. “Might as well go all out, right?” 
Kyle furrows his brows. “Your logic is shit,” he mutters. 


“Sure, probably,” Stan says, nonchalant. “But I don’t think you should hide the yarmulke... 
hell, it might give Cartman an aneurysm if he sees it.” 


“Or he’ll terrorize me,” Kyle says. 


“Well— yeah, okay, maybe, but...” Stan pauses, like he’s trying to figure out how to put a 
difficult topic lightly. “It'll... make your mom happy, right?” 


In that moment, Kyle’s heart slows to a snail’s pace. He glances down at the ground, trying to 
understand what’s going on. His brain won’t process anything, his head won’t think, his eyes 


won’t see and his mouth won’t speak and he knows he needs to say something, he... right? 
Oh, fuck, did he just use the topic of his mother to save himself from questioning? 


Of course you did. 
You’re selfish. 


That’s what selfish people do, they make comparisons that are disgusting and they 
overeat. 


The thoughts scare Kyle. He can’t stop them. Kyle looks at Stan, begging him to understand, 
begging him to ask more questions, begging him to say something that’ll make it all okay 
again but it won’t. There’s nothing Stan could ever say that would make it okay. Kyle would 
be happy with just a hug. Or maybe he wouldn’t, maybe he would freak out. He doesn’t 
know. He doesn’t fucking know anymore, okay? 


He doesn’t... 
He doesn’t fucking know. 
Stan swallows and blurts, “I think it looks cute on you.” 
He’s a liar. 
He likes Wendy, remember? 
He’s straight. 
He’s using you to experiment. 
He never actually liked you, you know that? 
Besides, who could love you? 
You’re disgusting. 
Do you know how much fat you have? 
You’re a hundred and thirty-five fucking pounds for christ’s sake. 


You’re not nearly thin enough, and you ate a fucking orange for breakfast, you 
goddamn pathetic little— 


Tension gathers. Shame and embarrassment and hurt. He ducks his head down to stare at the 
hat he clutches to his chest. Kyle tugs the ushanka on over the yarmulke, not caring if he 
messes it up since he wasn’t the one who put it on himself in the first place. He begins to 
walk briskly down the sidewalk, pushing past Stan with a sudden expression of adrenaline. 
Kyle is being petty. He knows he’s being petty, too, but he can’t help it. He’s too lost, 
gathered in his own thoughts as they try to rip him open and bare him to the world, as they 


urge him to do things he doesn’t want to do, as they tell him things that he hates hearing but 
he knows are true. 


He hates how comforting the hatred of himself is. 


He can’t hear anything around him. He can barely breathe. Crushing. He’s being crushed. 
He’s being crushed, by urges by symptoms by phrases, by things that tell him he can be okay 
if he just does things the way he knows he needs to. His thoughts aren’t his own, but they are, 
and he can’t fucking take it. He doesn’t want it there, he doesn’t want to look into the mirror 
and see something disgusting look back at him, he doesn’t want to see himself naked and 
only be able to pay attention to the parts that are flabby and gross. 


When Kyle comes back to himself, he’s in the bathroom. The East wing bathroom, the one 
where Eric cornered him so many times. He doesn’t know why he’s here, but his body seems 
to, because he moves automatically. He drops his backpack on the ground and tears off his 
jacket and ushanka, dropping them beside one of the sinks. He reaches up to pull off the 
yarmulke, but he stops short. 


Kyle fixes the yarmulke instead, breathing the still air surrounding him. It smells in here, like 
sweat and urine. It’s disgusting. Not just the air, but the sentiment. He examines his hair in 
the mirror, trying to pinpoint what looks different. 


Eric cut it. It’s shorter than it usually is. Not by much, but it’s enough to be noticeable— he 
doesn’t know how Ike didn’t notice. Or maybe he did, and just decided not to say anything? 
Ike probably thought Kyle did this himself, right? Kyle doesn’t know how he didn’t notice. 
This is his body. For Eric to be able to cut and pin a yarmulke in his hair without Kyle 
noticing it— what does that say about him? 


What else could Eric have done? 
How didn’t Kyle wake up? 
No, no, no. 


He can’t take the yarmulke off. He cannot fucking do that, because that’s the part of himself 
that he cannot control. That is the Eric part of him. If he takes off the Eric part of him, Eric 
will infect the rest of him, and he can’t... 


He breathes. 


Kyle stares at his reflection in the mirror, and his reflection stares back at him. For a moment, 
he is swept up in how fast everything has been. There is no breathing room he has been 
given, and there is no time for him to think. Every second of every day is comprised of 
fearing something, and he hates that. 


Eventually, he can’t bear staring at himself any longer. The longer he examines himself, the 
more flaws he can pick out— the way his nose is too sharp, or his hair is curly enough to be 
considered messy by professional standards, or the way his body isn’t thin enough. He can’t 
remember when these thoughts started. He can’t remember why they started, either, and he 


has no idea why they bother him so much. He just knows that they’re there, now, and he can’t 
force them away, no matter how much he wishes he could go back to not giving a shit... 


Kyle grabs at the flesh of his upper arm. He measures the amount in his hand, then moves on 
to grab at his other arm. He adjusts. He turns himself, examining the way it looks from 
different angles. He turns sideways, smoothing one hand over his stomach and using the 
other to grab at the skin of his waist. He can’t get a decent view with his shirt in the way, but 
he refuses to lift it up or take it off. Instead, he grabs the fabric at his sides and pulls it back, 
examining his figure with it tugged tight around him. 


The door to the bathroom swings open, and Kyle’s first instinct is to freeze. In a split second, 
he spins around and raises his hands up as if preparing to fight off a threat. When his brain 
catches up, however, he realizes that he has no reason to be acting so jumpy. His eyes register 
Clyde before his body fully relaxes, and he catches the way Clyde looks concerned about 
something. Kyle tucks his hands under his arms, hugging himself, trying to force himself to 
look natural even through the restless pounding of his heart. 


“Oh, shit!” Clyde exclaims, his expression going from concerned to excited. He basically 
bounces where he stands, which is a strange visual for someone as sports-player-esque as 
Clyde. Kyle makes a face, which apparently must spur Clyde into some sort of inspiration, 
because he starts rambling full-speed. “Dude, I didn’t even realize I could find you ‘round, 
hah! Man, I came in here to take a piss because I didn’t wanna get in the center of the fight, 
but now that I found ya everything should be good, right?” 


“I’m sorry,” Kyle says, furrowing his brows. His brain has caught on one word. “Did you say 
fight?” 


“Duh, have you not looked outsi— Mijn God, ben je van de trap gevallen? It’s cute, I like it.” 


At first, Kyle thinks Clyde might be speaking in Yiddish. It doesn’t take much more than a 
split second of thinking for Kyle to realize such an idea made basically zero sense. The first 
part kind of sounded like Yiddish— the “meyn khott’” was close enough to “meyn Got’, at 
least— but the rest of it didn’t match up with the language he thought. Kyle looks Clyde up 
and down, waiting for a translation of some sort, but he doesn’t get one. In fact, Clyde hardly 
acknowledges the brief intermission of whatever language that was. He just keeps going with 
his first tangent, returning to the topic of the fight. Kyle’s brain struggles to keep up. 
“sorry, I totally forgot you weren’t outside just now, but— oh, dude, you should go look!” 
Clyde takes a few quick steps forward, tugging on Kyle’s arm to urge him to follow. Kyle 
tries to pull away, not pleased with someone he barely talks to trying to touch him. Not to 
mention, Clyde’s grip is tight and unrelenting. It’s uncomfortable. There’s a split second of 
tension that crosses Clyde’s expression, for some reason. While Kyle is busy trying to 
decipher that, Clyde resumes the tugging he’d gotten distracted from. “Kyyyle, you need to 
go pull Stan off of Craaaig.” 


Something clicks. Heat kicks up in the base of Kyle’s chest, just below his sternum. Clyde’s 
grip, although tight, is not tight enough to keep Kyle’s adrenaline-filled body submissive. He 
wrenches his arm away in a quick movement, pulling on his jacket and hat, all the while 
blatantly ignoring the way Clyde is still whining about something. “Stan got himself into a 


fight?” Kyle asks, taking no less than a second to decide to pull on his gloves, too. If there’s 
blood, he’s not letting it touch his skin. Talk about ew. “For fuck’s sake, where are they?” 


“They’re out front, outside,” Clyde says. “Dude, it’s so crazy! Craig just started talkin’ to him 
and Stan went all fuckin’— like, psycho and shit, y’ know?” 


“Yeah, I get it,” Kyle says, primarily just to get Clyde to shut up. “Make sure no one steals 
my fucking backpack.” 


“Uh— I'll try, but class is gonna start soon and I’ve already been marked truant so I’ll stay as 
long as I can— are you hearing me?” 


The answer is no. No, Kyle is not hearing him. He’s too busy shoving the door open and 
storming away from the bathroom, making his way through the stiff and abandoned hallways. 
As Kyle draws closer, he sees more and more light, coming from the large windows of the 
main entrance to the school. He pushes through those, too, hardly feeling anything other than 
his blood pumping on his veins. His thoughts consist only of Stan. Of how stupid he is, of 
how big of an idiot he is, of how impulsive he can be sometimes, and— for fucks sake, Clyde 
wasn’t kidding. 


Whatever chilled temperature has settled over their little town, Kyle doesn’t feel it. He 
shoves his way into the circle without hesitation. There’s so much his body tries to do, when 
Kyle sees the position Craig and Stan are in. Snow has been kicked up, messing the 
previously clean-shoveled sidewalk. Craig is a tall motherfucker, taller than Stan. Such a fact 
is made glaringly obvious, now that he sees Craig pinning Stan into the snowbank, hovering 
over him and holding Stan down with a death-grip on the front of his shirt. There’s blood. 
There’s a couple drops in the snow. Kyle’s entire torso tries to sink into itself at the sight. He 
doesn’t know if it’s Craig’s or if it’s Stan’s, but he doesn’t care. 


Stan reaches up to grip Craig’s sleeves, trying in vain to tug Craig’s hands away from his 
shirt. The anger spreading over Craig’s face is overwhelming to Kyle— a bystander, just 
watching this happen, at this point. Fuck, what’s wrong with him? He should be intervening 
— everyone should be intervening, aren’t any of them better than this? 


Craig snaps, “Do not fucking hit me ever again, Marsh.” 


There’s a lull, where no one does anything. Stan’s expression morphs into a do-not-fuck-with- 
me glare. Some kid in the back of the circle surrounding the fight shouts for Craig to “beat 
the stuffing out of the vegan!”, which almost makes Kyle more angry than the fight itself. 
Craig isn’t moving, and Stan isn’t moving. 


And then Stan bucks and rolls, something they all learned in a self-defense class their parents 
made them take. 


Things happen in snapshots. Kyle bursts into the circle, darting as quickly as possible to 
intervene as soon as he sees Stan’s arm go up to strike Craig. Kyle grabs that arm, pulling 
Stan off of Craig. Not expecting it, Stan topples backwards, the snow crunching beneath him 
as he hits the snowbank ass-first. Stan struggles, trying to yank away from Kyle. Kyle doesn’t 


let him, holding on as tight as humanly possible, glaring daggers at him. The fucking idiot. 
The fucking idiot. 


Stan looks up, immediately falling still when he sees Kyle. His voice cracks out, “Kyle—?” 


“Don t say my name,” Kyle says, his voice thick with the tension of being so livid. It licks, a 
fire deep in his lungs. “You’ve lost the right.” 


Kyle hoists Stan off of the ground and adjusts his grip, really digging his nails in. Stan makes 
a pathetic little “ow” noise, which Kyle blatantly ignores in favor of dragging Stan inside. 
Kyle doesn’t know what happens with Craig, and quite frankly, he couldn’t give less of a shit. 
Kyle is pissed at himself for letting it get that far— for walking away from Stan when he had 
so obviously been upset about something that had happened, whatever that something may 
be. 


Kyle pulls Stan into the boy’s bathroom, having little regard for any property (or bodily) 
damage that may ensue from his needless wrath. Although he tries to calm himself, it holds 
little reward. He knows his expression is tense and irate. 


With a rush of utter frustration, Kyle shoves Stan into the unit of sinks and glares at him as 
hard as possible in an attempt to get him to stay right there. Fortunately, Stan stays exactly 
where he had been shoved. 


Kyle glances around the bathroom for Clyde. He can’t find him, though. He’s gone, and now 
he regrets not having payed attention to whatever Clyde had been telling him before he 
angrily stormed out. Stan makes an odd, stifled gasping noise, but Kyle ignores it. Kyle heads 
down the row of stalls, pushing on each door to double-check that Clyde has cleared out of 
here. After successfully checking every stall— and finding zero evidence that Clyde had even 
been in here— he makes his way right back to the sinks. Kyle tears off his gloves, almost 
giving in to the overwhelming urge to throw them at the wall. He doesn’t do that, though He 
shoves them back into his pockets. God, this fucking jacket is so bulky and annoying... 


no that's just you. 


“What the hell were you thinking?” he snaps, pulling his jacket off for the second time in the 
past ten minutes. It’s not very efficient, but Kyle ties the sleeves of his jacket around his 
waist. He doesn’t want to drop his jacket onto the floor, that’d be fucking disgusting. Stan 
starts to say something, but Kyle cuts him off. Just the sound of Stan’s voice is enough to 
grate on his damn ears. “Uh-uh, don’t even speak! I don’t want to hear any of your dumb 
excuses for the bullshit that you just pulled, because nothing you can say will possibly 
convince me it was justified.” 


Stan closes his mouth. 


“Now get on the counter,” Kyle instructs. Stan tilts his head and gives Kyle a look. Kyle 
narrows his eyes, daring him to disobey. Try me, motherfucker. Stan glances towards the sink, 
then turns his back to it. He hops up onto it. Good. Fucking moron. 


“Son of a bitch,” Kyle whispers, trying to keep his pissed-off mumbling more-or-less to 
himself. He snatches a paper towel from the dispenser... quickly followed by about five 
more. He balls them up harshly, almost ripping a few of them in the process. “Stupid idiot 
fuck.” 


Kyle turns on the tap, checking the temperature of the water with his wrist before soaking the 
bundle of paper towels under the stream. Once they are thoroughly soaked, Kyle tightens his 

grip on the bundle and squeezes them, wringing out the excess. He pushes it into Stan’s hand 
so he can clean up his stupid bleeding lip, but Stan— y’know, being a fucking moron— does 

nothing. 


“Well? What are you waiting for?” Kyle asks. 


“What do you want me to do with that?” Stan replies, staring at the wet paper towel ball like 
it’s some elaborate medical instrument. 


“What—” Kyle sputters, cutting off. Maybe a little too forcefully, he grabs the hand Stan was 
using to hold the paper towel and pushes it towards the raw, red-dripping split of his bottom 
lip. “Stop your lip from bleeding!” 


The paper towel ball makes contact with the split, and Stan immediately makes a soft grunt 
of a noise. He winces from the pain, his eyes reflexively shutting for a moment. He tears 
away from Kyle’s hand, mumbling something about being fine to do it on his own, though it 
was extremely muddled from how quiet it was, plus his volume is minimized due to the 
bundle of paper. Kyle goes ahead and withdraws, guilt starting to spread through his chest. 
Now that there’s a breather, he’s starting to feel a little weak. He presses his lips together as 
tight as possible, focusing on the ache that comes from the action, bearing into the flesh with 
his teeth. He turns back to the paper towel dispenser, repeating the process of grabbing and 
wetting paper towels. This time, he wants to be neater. He hopes it’ll help him stop shaking. 
He folds the paper towels into a neat square, pressing it between his hands and shaking the 
excess into the sink basin. Drops of water fall down his palms, and a few stray down his 
wrists. It’s cold, this time. For bruises. To help decrease swelling and irritation... 


An ice pack would be best, but they don’t exactly have one of those here, do they? 


Should Kyle bring Stan to the nurse? Probably, right? Fuck, what if his lip needs stitches? It’s 
not bleeding a whole fuck of a lot, but it’s still very obviously lacerated. Stan can’t die from a 
split lip, right? No, he can’t fucking die from a split lip, that’s a ridiculous thought. Kyle 
sighs, knowing he’s an idiot. Birds of a feather flock together, right? They’re two peas in a 
pod, two stupids on a street... how many more analogies can Kyle come up with? Many. 
That’s how his brain fucking works. 


It makes looking at the ugly things worse. 


Kyle steps in front of Stan and lifts the cold, damp square of paper towels, gently pressing it 
to the bruise that blossoms like a slew of rouge dressed on his cheek. At the mildest of 
touches, Stan flinches like Kyle just burned him. Kyle reacts immediately, pulling away just 
the slightest to make sure he wasn’t being too harsh on skin so sensitive. 


“Sorry, does that hurt?” Kyle asks. He knows what growing bruises feel like. Eric really had a 
field day with his leg. He remembers that like it was yesterday. Sometimes, when he’s trying 
to sleep, or in the middle of class, his leg starts to hurt again. Phantom pains. 


“The cold is nice, but... yeah,” Stan says, still muffled by the paper towel. “It hurts.” 
He’s so fucking cute. 
Fuck him. 


“Well, maybe you shouldn’t have punched a guy,” Kyle quips. He goes back to applying 
gentle pressure to Stan’s bruise, hoping the cold of the paper towel is enough to aid in the 
ache. It’s silent, and Kyle hates that. 


But then Stan whispers a meek, “I’m sorry,” and afterward, Kyle is grateful to have the 
silence back. 


Kyle furrows his brows, glancing up at Stan. Their eyes meet. It’s just a moment. A moment 
that would never last long enough. Kyle looks away, looks down, looks somewhere other 
than Stan’s eyes. He swallows, saliva thick and unmanageable in his throat. “I’m not the one 
you should be apologizing to,” Kyle grumbles, gingerly adjusting the cold towel on Stan’s 
cheek. Stan’s hand shifts, pressing the paper towels tighter to his mouth. Kyle wonders if that 
stings. Stan averts his gaze from Kyle. Kyle can feel the loss of his attention. 


Everything began winding down, and with the winding down, comes the feeling of 
everything becoming increasingly more normal. Well, as normal as it can be. Kyle still hasn’t 
come to terms with exactly what’s going on with his life. It’s strange, and confusing, and he 
would really like nothing more than to crawl into Stan’s bed, get high off of whatever weed 
they left in the bag. He’d like to curl up, fall asleep together, just feeling each other radiating 
the natural body heat of another human being. It’s a nice visual, and Kyle doesn’t even have 
the urge to kiss Stan. He just wants to be close to him, to hug him and pet his hair and have 
him talk about his day. 


Kyle could listen to Stan talk about his day forever. Stan’s voice is so nice. His cadence is so 
friendly, and casual. They’ve known each other their whole lives. They’ ve been together 
forever, and Kyle draws comfort from that, because he knows that Stan will never truly judge 
him. 


Except he might, y’know? And that’s scary. 
Why can’t he trust anyone, anymore? 


Stan’s body starts to shiver. Like he’s too cold, or like his blood pressure is too high, or like 
adrenaline is coursing through his veins at an extreme rate. Kyle picks up on it. He sees the 
way his arm shakes in holding the bundle of paper towels. Stan must notice his shaking, too, 
because he lowers the hand down to his lap. He squeezes it, tight. Water droplets shed from 
the towel and drip between his fingers, landing on the thigh of Stan’s jeans. Kyle watches. 


“Are you okay?” Kyle eventually asks, realizing that Stan hasn’t said or done anything for 
quite some time. Stan startles from his intrinsic focus. He blinks a few times. Stan isn’t 
responding verbally, and Kyle begins to get concerned. “You’re shaking.” 


Stan glances down. “I—” he cleared his throat. “I’m fine, really, I’m just— it’s... thrill of the 
fight.” 


Moron. “I’m pretty sure the expression is ‘thrill of the chase,’” Kyle says. 


“Well, yeah, okay.” Stan picks at the paper towels in his hands, apparently no longer 
interested with holding it to his mouth to stem the bleeding. Stan leans into the cold bundle 
Kyle still holds against his cheek. Kyle allows him to, keeping his hand steady. “But I wasn’t 
chasing anyone, so it’d be kinda... shitty, without the editing.” 


Kyle doesn’t say anything to that. Fuck, Kyle could smile. Stan is such an idiot. Instead, he 
gently pulls the cold towel away from Stan’s face. Kyle throws the paper towels into the 
trashcan, drying his hands off on his pants. He gets distracted there, staring at the trashcan. 


He ate that fucking orange. 
Yeah . 
Ate the fucking orange. 
Should have puked it up again. 
Should have, but didn t. 
Disgusting . 
Kyle hates himself, sometimes. 
Kyle turns to face Stan again. 


“I want you to apologize to Craig,” Kyle says, hopping up onto the counter next to Stan. Stan 
scoffs. Kyle glares. “I’m serious.” 


“I know you're serious,” Stan says. “It’s just that—” 


But Stan cuts off. What was he planning on saying? Definitely nothing good, that’s for damn 
sure. Kyle gives Stan a skeptical look, hitting Stan’s knee lightly with a closed fist. Stan 
doesn’t respond. There’s a look in Stan’s eyes: weighted. Lonely. That hits something in 
Kyle. He nudges Stan’s shoulder with his own. “Don’t just stop in the middle of sentences, 
man,” Kyle says. “That’s really lame.” 


“Sorry,” Stan says. “I just... y’ know, he... deserved it?” 
Oh, hell no. Stan did not just fucking say that. 


Apparently, Stan catches his mistake, but he does so too late. He stutters, “I — I mean...” 


Kyle punches Stan— albeit lightly— in the side. “Deserved it?” Kyle says. “Bullshit! “He 
deserved it,’ my ass, I’d be hard-pressed to believe he did anything worse than breathe on 
you wrong, you’ve been touchy and emotional as all hell, dude, and it’s not cool.” 


“T’ve been touchy and emotional?” Stan retorts. “Sorry, but have you looked in a mirror 
lately? You’re pretty much the definition of moody! The only reason you’re seeing me as 
touchy and emotional is because you are projecting.” 


“Oh, don’t even start!” Kyle says, tossing his hands up into the air and sliding himself off the 
counter. The image of how dead Stan looked this morning comes to mind, followed in rapid 
succession by many others. Stan desperately trying to convince Kyle their make-out sessions 
were platonic, Stan breaking down into tears at the idea of having sex, Stan having an asthma 
attack when Kyle pushed him too far—... 


All of it was Kyle’s fault, wasn’t it? Every single thing? 


“T’m fucking sick of you blaming everyone else other than yourself for all your stupid 
baggage!” Kyle snaps, unwilling to think. “It gets exhausting to deal with after a while, you 
know that? People don’t want to be around downers all the time, Stan! That’s why you 
haven’t made any new fucking friends.” 


In that moment, Stan says absolutely nothing. The atmosphere in the bathroom is so heavy, 
Kyle’s shoulders ache. The weight in Stan’s eyes has deepened, making him look on the 
verge of tears. Memories of Ike coming home from school yesterday crash into him. Who 
could hurt his little brother like that? Eric could. Who could hurt Stan like this? Kyle could. 


“I didn’t mean to say that,” Kyle says, so quiet he barely even hears himself. He scans the 
bathroom, the sinks, examining the contours and shapes. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to— I 
— I didn’t say that, oh, fuck, I didn’t say that, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry, I” 


Shut up, you’re so fucking pathetic. 


Kyle claps a hand over his mouth because his tongue won’t stop moving on its own. He 
keeps whispering apologies into his palm, lifting his other hand to cover his face fully. He 
tries to hide himself away, embarrassed and ashamed at how awful he is, at how he fucked 
everything up, at how Stan must hate him now and he can’t do that, he can’t have Stan hate 
him, if Stan hates him— if— if Stan stops talking to him, he’ll have no one. Eric is taking 
over his life and he can’t have that, he won’t be able to do it if he doesn’t have Stan, he... 


“Kyle,” Stan says, quiet. “Kyle, I get it, it’s true, it’s okay, really—” 


“No!” Kyle exclaims, because he can’t handle the idea of Stan just bowing down and falsely 
admitting to such a harsh statement. Kyle finally pulls his hands away from his face. He finds 
himself struck with the darkness that Stan’s eyes portray. “No, it’s not! It’s not okay! Nothing 
is okay! If there was ever a time in which everything was absolutely not okay, now would be 
that time!” 


How could Kyle fucking do this to his best friend? He’s been nothing but awful since the day 
he was born, isn’t that right? He’s been nothing but needlessly angry and quick to judge and 


he thinks he hates that, too. There’s a voice again 
H hate you] 

solidifying directly behind him 

[can you hear me? I know you can hear me] 
making his shoulders tense 

[vou’re horrible, lean back, feel it?] 

speaking into his ear like something physical 

[you'd be doing everyone a favor if you just] 
an actual presence that really exists and Kyle can feel it please make it stop. 


“Kyle, what’s going on?” Stan asks, and he sounds afraid. Kyle refuses to look up, because 
he knows that if he does, the back of his head will make contact with whoever whatever 
whyever however is speaking into his ear, and he can’t— 


[tell him and have him leave you, you deserve it, you did it to him, didn t you? you left him in 
the dust when he needed you, didn t you? you’re horrible, aren t you?] 


Kyle contemplates telling Stan what’s going on with Eric. He doesn’t want to do it anymore. 
He’s hurting. But he can’t, can he? 


[if you tell anyone he kills her 
(if you tell anyone I kill her)] 


“Nothing,” Kyle says. He feels like he can hardly catch his breath. He scrabbles and fidgets 
with the fabric of his jacket, twisting it with clumsy fingers. “Nothing is going on, and that’s 
the fucking— that’s the fucking problem, fucking dammit.” 


“I don’t understand,” Stan says. “How can nothing be the problem—?” 


“T’m— scared,” Kyle admits, and something happens. For what feels like the hundredth 
fucking time, he’s out of his own brain. An odd relaxation comes over him. The fear is less 
insistent, less there. He could laugh, but he can’t, because the torn pieces of him that hold on 
still refuse to let him forget he hates himself. He starts to lie his way out of it, but he more he 
talks, the less he thinks he’s lying, and the more he knows he’s telling vague truths. “I’m 
scared of— of growing up, it feels like I’m losing everything, it feels... like the world is 
spinning too fast, and everyone else is able to keep up, and I can’t— I don’t get it, and I don’t 
like it.” 


Stan frowns. Kyle sees a glimpse of it. Stan hops off the sink, approaching Kyle with a 
sympathetic posture. Kyle does nothing. Stan opens his arms, and Kyle still does nothing. He 
stares, looks at Stan, notices the fact that he has the type of body Kyle wishes he could have. 


He’s reinvigorated, inspired to keep his hold firm on his goal, this fact of J can do that if I 
work hard enough. 


Stan gestures towards himself. Reluctant, Kyle takes the smallest steps possible towards Stan. 
Before Kyle can think, Stan envelopes him in a hug. A real hug. Firm and comforting and— 


And... 
Safe. 


Kyle’s muscles tense, looping around Stan’s neck and holding on as tight as possible. He 
felt like he was drowning, and in some ways, he still feels that way. But Stan is here, too— 
and maybe Stan is drowning in a different way, but they’re in it together, silently supporting 
one another through the issues they refuse to voice and maybe that can be enough. Kyle is 
afraid of letting go. He’s afraid that, if he lets go, he’Il never see Stan again, and Kyle will 
never feel this again— this warmth, this comfort, this safety, the way it feels so right and 
lovely to nestle into him, the way Stan’s arms feel so good holding him, the way it feels so 
Stan, when Stan nuzzles against the side of Kyle’s head, returning the sentiment. 


“It’s gonna be okay,” Stan whispers, his voice soothing. “It’s gonna be okay.” 


For the first time in a while, Kyle feels like he can do this. 
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Refusals and Strains 


Chapter Summary 


He can’t ignore it. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place during SYSBFK Chapter 19: Mea Culpa 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Stan isn’t around the hallways when lunch rolls around. It doesn’t take much thinking to 
know that’s because he was sent home for the rest of the day. That’s what the school does 
when students get into a fight on campus. The kids involved get kicked out until the 
following day. Staff say that such a rule was enacted because it served as an outlet for the 
students to think about what they’d done, but everyone knows they do it just so they don’t 
have to deal with in-school suspension any more than they already have to. Kyle is pretty 
sure this school’s philosophy is something along the lines of “discipline only takes place at 
home. ” 


Kyle hates this place. It has done nothing other than frustrate him to levels he thought 
unattainable. 


Although tempted to head to the AP Chemistry classroom rather than partake in lunch, he 
knows he can’t do that. He has a headache, something that he only gets when he hasn’t had 
enough water throughout the day. Not surprising, considering he’s had nothing to drink today. 
Unless he counted the orange, of course, but he doesn’t want to think about that. 


Kyle makes his way to the trusted table their group always sits at. Kenny and Butters are 
already there. For once, they’re not pretend sword-fighting. They’re just sitting there, talking 
to one another and sharing today’s hot lunch of fusilli pasta and tomato sauce. Butters nabbed 
two forks from the plastic cutlery tray at the lunch line— that’s what Kyle is guessing, at 
least, since they both have one of those crappy plastic forks in hand. 


From a distance, Kyle scrutinizes their meal. His stomach twists itself into knots at the mere 
sight of it, something so carb-filled. Something very filling, certainly. That, too, makes him 
feel sick. Reluctant to do so much as sit near other people eating, Kyle sits at the opposite end 
of the table from where they are. He can smell the aroma of hot pasta. It wafts around the 
cafeteria, centralizing in places where people have taken it as their meal of choice. The smell 


is thick, and it makes his head spin. Calories are units of energy, right? Kyle doesn’t know the 
exact science behind it, but he knows that much. 


He has to consume calories to gain weight, though, right? There’s no such thing as airborne 
calories... he does wonder about water, though. Not so much distilled water as un-distilled 
water. Un-distilled water has all sorts of metals and nonmetals in it. Chlorine and Fluorine 
and there’s probably some Sodium, too— Sodium Chloride? Salt. Does salt in and of itself 
have calories? No, right? Wait, if there are no calories in salt, then are there calories in any 
minerals at all? That would make un-distilled water safe. 


But that pasta has calories. 
That pasta has plenty of calories. 
“What'd you say?” 


Kyle glances up from where he’d been staring at the plate of pasta the other two are sharing. 
Kenny looks him up and down, brows furrowed and expression portraying a certain 
confusion. “What do you mean?” Kyle asks. “I didn’t say anything.” 


“Yes, you did,” Butters says. He pokes and prods at the pasta with the prongs of his fork, his 
brows furrowed and gaze turned down in thought. “Why, I believe you said, ‘pasta has plenty 
of calories,’ i—if I’m not mistaken, that is.” 


Kenny’s look of confusion intensifies before sliding into something more skeptical. Kyle has 
to fight against his natural instinct to look away. “I didn’t say that,” Kyle says to Butters. He 
gives glances towards Kenny, trying to gauge whether he believes it. 


“Oh,” Kenny says. “What'd you say, then?” 


“I didn’t say anything,” Kyle repeats. When Butters opens his mouth to speak again, Kyle 
shoots him a focused glare. Fortunately, that gets Butters to shut up. Butters resumes eating 
the pasta. Kenny, on the other hand, seems adamant in not letting the stupid thing go. 


“Why do you care about calories?” Kenny asks. 


“I don’t,” Kyle says. “I don’t care about calories, okay? I didn’t even say anything, just leave 
me alone.” 


There’s a tense moment. Kenny isn’t glaring, per say, but he certainly is giving Kyle a hard 
stare. Like he expects Kyle to say something, or like he expects Kyle to break down and 
admit every sin he’s ever committed. He’s not going to do that, though. That’d be fucking 
stupid. “Where’s your lunch?” Kenny finally asks, after what feels like far too long of a 
silence. Kyle’s brain, lost in the efforts of trying to come up with a solid excuse, realizes he’s 
stuck. 


He can’t say he didn’t have the time to pack one, because he definitely did. It was just— the 
last thing on his mind this morning. He can just say he forgot it. That’s not a lie. He wasn’t 
thinking ahead, he was too busy feeling like shit. How embarrassing is that? Kyle opens his 


mouth to respond, but he doesn’t manage to say anything. His phone goes off, buzzing in his 
pocket. He startles. His heart sinks down to his stomach, then leaps into his throat, and it’s 
uncomfortable to breathe. 


It’s Eric. It’s Eric. It’s fucking Eric— isn’t it? 
He can’t ignore it. 
Kyle pulls his phone out of his pocket, checking the message. 


Stan 


Today 12:01 PM 
hey dude I got suspended, dont wait up for me at lunch 


Kyle could cry from relief. Not of Stan getting suspended, but of Eric not being the one who 
texted him. Without any further regard for the other two people at the table, Kyle buries 
himself into thoughts of how he should respond to that. He takes a second to recover, just 
breathing. A minute or so passes before he finally calms down enough to respond. 


Stan 


Today 12:06 PM 
I don’t want to say I told you so, but I told you so. 


Less than a few seconds later, the bubbles signifying that Stan was typing a response pop up. 
Kyle watches them alternate and shift. Finally, Stan sends the text. 


Stan 
you said absolutely nothing about me getting suspended so you should take that back 
LOL. As if. 


I’m not getting caught up in the semantics of what was or was not said in that bathroom. My 
point is still the same. 


“Kyle, are you fuckin’ serious right now?” Kenny asks, waving his fork in the air in mild 
gesture. He swallows through a smaller bite of pasta, in comparison to the other forkfuls he’s 
been helping himself to. Kyle can’t help but feel disgusted, now that he’s forced to recall 
where he is. He glances at his phone screen once more. The disappointment that aches in his 
soul feels wholly incomplete, a strange sentimentality that urges him to ditch school in favor 
of visiting Stan— to smoke weed. 


No. No, not to smoke weed. To—... 


Admit the embarrassing things, and hold Stan in his arms, and be held in Stan’s arms, and... 
he supposes, he’s just craving something lovely, for a change. No matter how real and honest 
such a thing feels for him, no matter how buried and hidden he keeps it, he can’t run from the 
truth. 


Kyle snaps out from his distracting thoughts when Kenny says something else. Kyle chooses 
to try ignoring the foreign cold, the strange missing that comes from not being near someone 
he cares so much for. He looks up from where his gaze had fallen, once again towards the 
now mostly-finished pasta bowl. “Sorry, what’d you say?” he asks. That causes Kenny to 
frown, brows tucking and knitting for just a split second in examination of the situation. Kyle 
tries not to think. 


“You’re serious,” Kenny says, like that’s supposed to answer the question Kyle just asked. 
Kenny makes an odd noise in his throat and drops the fork into the bowl, pushing himself up 
from the table. A weird look must cross Kyle’s face, because soon enough, Kenny has walked 
around the table to stand next to Kyle, obviously waiting for something. Kyle says and does 
nothing. He hardly looks up. But then Kenny says, “C’mon, dude, we’re gonna go grab you 
some grub from the quick line.” 


“Hell no.” 


The words come out from Kyle’s mouth before they can process in his brain. He finds 
himself face to face with Kenny, who has taken it upon himself to lean down and stare at 
Kyle like he just admitted to ruining his garden (a lesson from middle school: nobody fucks 
with Kenny’s potted plants). With a quirked, firm expression, Kenny asks, “Whaddaya you 
mean, ‘hell no’?” 


What’s Kyle supposed to say to that? 
He doesn’t know. 


“Nothing,” Kyle says, maybe a bit too snappish. He shoves himself up from the table, 
straightening up and watching Kenny do the same. They make this split-second of eye 
contact. It’s a safe thing that makes Kyle want to confess about what’s been fucking him up 
so badly, but he can’t do it. His mouth aches to open and his tongue aches to spill, but his 
throat burns and squeezes every time he tries. The words get caught, lodged in his throat. He 
knows what will happen if he tells. 


Except he doesn’t, and that’s the point. 


“Well?” asks Kyle, beginning to grow impatient and uncomfortable with the staring match. 
He crosses his arms, closing himself off to anyone trying to get into his head. Kenny takes the 
hint and says nothing, just grabs Kyle’s sleeve and starts tugging him across the cafeteria to 
the lunch line. 


They enter the small, closed-off area where the food lines are. The thinning crowd of students 
split into three lines, intermixed between different types of foods: the main lunch, the quick 
pick, and the salad bar. Without even contemplating it, Kyle knows that the only food he’ Il 
grab is going to be from the salad bar. It’s healthier, and goodness knows he needs healthy 


right now. Meat and overly-processed carbohydrates are the exact opposite of what he should 
have... 


Even if the sandwiches are tempting, and even if pasta doesn’t sound too bad, aside from the 
everything wrong with it. His sense of smell is so acute, he swears it’s more than he’s used to. 
He can practically taste the sauce and— fuck, he’s hungry. His stomach wills him to eat 
something, forcing him to feel ironically nauseous. At the same time, though, that nausea has 
another basis to it. 


All of this food is sickening. There’s so much of it, and there’s enough money in his account 
that he could get something from the main line. He could get two sandwiches, technically— 
and that is such a sickening, disgusting, atrocious thought that he genuinely thinks he might 
puke. He has to close his eyes and remind himself that he’s not going to do that— that he 
wouldn t do that, even if given the option— just to feel at least slightly less out of control. 


Kenny tugs on his sleeve again, then switches his approach. Letting go, Kenny nudges Kyle 
from behind towards the main lunch line. Immediately, Kyle switches trajectories, forcing 
himself to go through the salad bar. He fills a bowl with lettuce and carrots— ow, fuck, and 
cherry tomatoes, because Kenny kicks him in the ankle when he tries to walk away with only 
that. Kyle pays for the salad and immediately makes his way back to the lunch table, ignoring 
the fact that Kenny appears dissatisfied. Kyle doesn’t care, in fact. This is Kyles meal and 
Kyle 5 choice, not Kenny’s. How dare Kenny try to exhibit any control over what Kyle 
chooses to eat? 


And yet here he is, sitting at the lunch table with lettuce, carrots and tomatoes in a bowl. He 
prods at it with the fork he grabbed, separating it into fourths in his mind. There is an X 
going through his salad, and he decides he can only eat one quarter of it. Then, he has to go 
grab a drink from the drinking fountain. That’s his plan. He’ll eat a fourth of the salad, drink 
water, and then come back to finish the second quarter, and then he’ll excuse himself to get 
more water... Or, maybe he should excuse himself to get water from the drinking fountain 
now? If he drinks water, itll fill his stomach with empty weight and make him feel fuller 
than he really is. That way he won’t overeat. That sounds like a good idea, doesn’t it? 


“I’m gonna go—” Kyle begins, but Kenny immediately interrupts. 
“Eat.” 
Kyle furrows his brows. “Dude, are you kidding me? What stick got shoved up your ass?” 


“Salad?” Kenny asks, incredulous. He picks up the pasta fork, scraping some of the sauce off 
of the side of his and Butters’ bowl. Butters courteously left Kenny the last few bites, and 
Butters now has his nose buried in his AP Calculus textbook, pencil making quick work of 
whatever bookwork he was assigned. Kenny huffs, not tearing his gaze away from Kyle. 
“You always bring home lunches, with the same thing, every day, and now you’re forgetting 
your lunches and grabbing salads from the fucking cafeteria?” 


“You’re blowing this out of proportion,” Kyle says. 


“Not to mention your fucking comment about calories,” Kenny continues. “I don’t think I’ve 
ever heard you so much as utter the goddamn word, let alone fuss over it like it’s some sort a 
fuckin’ tertiary shade in an abstract color-coded vagina painting.” 


“What the fuck was that analogy?” Kyle asks. 
Kenny snaps, “It doesn’t matter!” 


Kenny drops the fork again, barely paying attention to where on the table it lands. His face 
has reddened, more than acute in the way he expresses his anger. With shoulders squared and 
hands tight, he snatches his backpack up from the floor and stands, no longer looking at Kyle. 


“Whatever,” Kenny says. “It’s really not fuckin’ worth it.” 


And then Kenny walks away, ignoring the angry cafeteria monitors that try to retrieve him as 
he storms out of the lunchroom. Kyle watches, admittedly more than a little flabbergasted at 

what just went down. Only a few people in the cafeteria glance up at the ruckus made by the 

doors opening and closing loudly from Kenny’s irritation. 


Kyle picks at his salad with the prongs of his fork. He pokes at a few pieces. He sections off a 
smaller portion, then allows himself to eat, one piece of lettuce at a time. He doesn’t even 
care if it looks weird to an outsider. He tries to distract himself as he chews, hoping that’ II 
make swallowing easier. The more he thinks about it, the more the act horrifies him. The 
more it makes him want to run to the bathroom and regain the emptiness he finds so 
comforting. 


He checks his phone. 

Stan 

what happens in the bathroom stays in the bathroom 
And, wow. That’s dumb. 

But it makes Kyle smile. 

Stan 


Today 12:18 
Seriously, man? That’s so overdone. 


Stan responds quickly. 
Stan 
idk what youre talking about, that was totally original 


Kyle makes a soft noise, huffing a gentle laugh under his breath. He chews through a cherry 
tomato, ignoring the acidity and flavor and texture and everything. That Part of his brain still 


knows he’s eating, and it still despises himself to the core of every cell of his being— just the 
fact that he’s giving in (because that’s what this is, isn’t it? It’s giving in) is enough to make 
his chest hurt and tighten. 


“You shouldn’t listen to him,” Butters says. Kyle glances up from where he’d been 
mindlessly texting with Stan. 


“What?” Kyle asks. 


“Kenny,” Butters says. “He’s being stubborn right now— and, well, uh, I don’t really blame 
him... he’s a little sensitive about this stuff, you see.” 


“Sensitive?” asks Kyle. “What does that mean?” 


Butters’ expression becomes shocked, almost as if he can’t believe he’s allowing himself to 
speak. “Oh,” he says, and for a second, that’s all there is. Kyle’s phone buzzes, and when he 
glances down, he sees it’s Stan replying with the stupidest, most nonsensical list of emoticons 
he could have chosen. The hell is a slew of multicolored triangles supposed to mean? Butters 
begins to speak again, and Kyle looks up. “He’s just perceptive, is all.” 


And then it goes quiet. 


“He cares a lot,” Butters says, as if reassuring. Kyle doesn’t need that, really, so he nods 
politely and goes back down to Stan’s texts. 


The bell rings soon after, flooding Kyle with relief. He throws out the half of the salad he 
didn’t eat and swallows down some water to help himself feel more full for the rest of the 
day. He and Butters don’t split ways, considering they both share AP Chemistry for their next 
period. They don’t necessarily walk together, though, either. They’ve never been very good 
friends. Decent acquaintances is how Kyle would be more interested in labeling it. Butters is 
nice. Kind of stupid, but nice. 


Kyle tugs Butters out of the way of a pillar when he threatens to walk into it, apparently 
distracted with his bad eye leading. Butters makes a soft, “Oh, gee!” as he stumbles from 
Kyle’s pull. When he realizes what’s going on, he thanks Kyle. Kyle only shrugs it off. They 
sit down for AP Chem without saying anything further. 


With a few minutes before the official start of class, Kyle tugs his phone back out and 
resumes chatting with Stan. They’re in the midst of discussing the good memories from their 
old World of Warcraft days when a sudden force shakes the table. He doesn’t have to look up 
to know it’s Eric— so he doesn’t. To save himself the discomfort, Kyle keeps his attention 
glued to his phone. 


At the end of the day, just as Kyle is packing up to leave for home, he receives a text. Stan 
has been adamant about their conversation, apparently, which Kyle doesn’t mind a bit. He 
pulls his phone out of his pocket and opens the message without thinking twice about it— 


Fatass 


Today 2:44 PM 
NEWW TASK: drop him. 


Kyle lingers in the empty classroom, half-sitting and half-standing. He glances around, 
looking for signs of life anywhere, but the students have fled and the teacher has disappeared. 
He can hear the vents, if he tries, and he can see the phantom way the carpet shuffles under 
the absent feet of prior students. The texture squirms in his vision like fields of bugs. 


Fatass 

Today 2:46 PM 

What do you mean? don’t play STUPID, Kyle, you know exactly who I’m talking about. 
No. 

Fatass 

I don’t. 


I know what youve been doing all day, you know that, don’t you? 


No. No. 


Fatass 
I see everything, didn’t you know? 


now drop him, or PII do it for you. 


No no no. 


Kyle can feel every beat of his heart, every rhythmic thud against his tired ribcage, every 
contraction within the confines of his lungs, squeezing his flesh from the inside out. 


He pushes himself up from the chair, looking over the room more thoroughly, trying to 
pinpoint even the slightest disturbance in the air. But there’s nothing, is there? There’s never 
anything. It’s just there without being. A constant presence, hanging over him like an 
invisible blanket, a drape or a cover. He pulls his backpack over his shoulder and leaves the 
classroom, typing one last message to Stan with shaking hands. 


Stan 


Today 2:57 PM 
Call me. 


The winter is colder, the trees are taller, the street is longer— 


And the sun— fogged over by clouds and rained-on, misty condensation— becomes so much 
dimmer. 


Fatass 


Today 3:00 PM 
that’s right. I am god, Jew. You bow your head down to me. ;) 


Chapter End Notes 
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Intermission IV 


Chapter Summary 


It’s just logic. 


Until Craig glances away. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place during WADBT Chapter 62: Act IX Scene IV 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Stan isn’t alone today. 


Craig is in the room with him, sitting about a foot away from Stan’s bedside in one of the 
chairs that used to be next to the window. Kyle finds himself suddenly unsure, and in the mix 
of shock, he looks at Kenny. Kenny has this smile on his face, pained and attempting to keep 
the atmosphere light. That’s all Kyle can assume, in the minimal amount of function that his 
brain is capable of managing. A halfhearted attempt at not breaking down in the midst of so 
much bullshit. Kyle swallows. 


And then he’s angry. 
Kyle huffs. His expression tightens. He moves to step into the room. “What is he—” 


Kenny stops Kyle, placing a hand on his chest before he can interrupt Craig and Stan in the 
stillness of the interaction. “Don’t,” Kenny says. “It’s okay, Craig’s safe.” 


“No he’s not,” hisses Kyle. He jabs an accusatory finger at the room, though he’s still a few 
feet away from the door itself. It’s just the window, the partition in the curtain, the sliver of 
doorway he can see. He imagines himself barging into the hospital room and choking Craig 
like he’d tried to do just the other day. God knows he deserves it. “He’s the one who tried to 
fucking kill him.” 


Even though Kyle knows better, even though he knows what happened, even though Eric’s 
pride got in the way of Eric’s wish to hide. Kyle feels sick, thinking about such a thing. He 
feels sick, and since he can’t blame Eric (because Eric would know, wouldn’t he?), he has to 
blame Craig. 


Because, without Craig, Stan would never have had those stupid fucking drugs in the first 
place. 


It’s just logic. 


“He’s the one who gave him drugs,” Kyle says. “He’s the one who knew— he’s the one who 
fucking knew the dangers and still handed them over, he’s the one who tried to fucking kill 
him, Kenny, god fucking dammit.” 


“Shh,” Kenny says, like that’s supposed to help, like that’s supposed to convince him. He 
moves to touch Kyle’s shoulder. Kyle wrenches away, unwilling to be grabbed. Kenny gets 
the hint. Instead, he simply gestures, pointing to where Craig is now talking. For a second, 
Kyle thinks Craig is talking to them, but he quickly comes to the conclusion that he’s not. 


Craig is talking to Stan, and after a second, Craig drops his head, shuts his eyes, and rubs his 
forehead. 


Kenny says, “Listen.” 
And lets Kyle go. 


Kyle steps in, hovering behind the curtain, feeling awkward as he eavesdrops on a one-sided 
conversation he was never meant to hear. 


“But, um...” Craig mutters, inhaling sharply after the beginning. There’s silence, in that 
moment, and Kyle peeks around the curtain. He watches Craig lean forward to rest his 
elbows on his knees, and he observes the way Craig’s discomfort seems to excruciate his 
entire body. The seconds pass, and at the end of the pause, Craig scoots just a few inches 
closer to the bed. “But I think that’s the ironic thing? You never really meant a whole lot to 
me, and I couldn’t have really given much of a shit, but now that you’re not there—” 


Craig’s voice cracks. 
“_now that you’re not in the background, or whatever, I...” 


Kyle ducks back behind the curtain when he sees the way Craig’s expression morphs, the 
way his eyes water. Kyle grabs a fold of the curtain, grounding himself with the texture. 


“I realize just how much I miss your bullshit,” Craig says. “And how much I hate myself 
for... for letting this happen, I guess, I don’t— I don’t know, okay? I don’t know.” 


Kyle can’t imagine. Craig’s voice goes quiet, muttering. 
“Shut up, stop looking at me like that.” 


Kyle genuinely has to glance out from the curtain to make sure Stan isn’t awake. It feels 
almost cruel to joke like that. The urge to choke Craig comes back, but it’s quickly 
overridden by the memory of how hurt he sounds. Like, lost. 


“I could have— stopped this? I could have made sure you didn’t... I could have been more 
insistent, I could have punched you in the face or something, I don’t know, I don’t fucking 
know, and I just—” Kyle hears shuffling, but he doesn’t tear his gaze away from the curtain. 
He refuses to peek out again. He wouldn’t be able to handle the image. He can see the outline 
of Craig’s slumped figure. Craig sniffs, wet and strained and shaking. The older brother in 
Kyle feels obligated to comfort him. Craig tries to speak again, saying, “I just—” 


But something must break, because then it’s quiet again. There’s more shuffling, and then his 
breaths go ragged. Kyle squeezes his eyes shut so he won’t accidentally see Craig crying. 


“Everything feels wrong without you around to fuck it up,” Craig says. “And I hate you for 
that, you fucking idiot, I hate you, because I’m only now realizing just how much I didn t 
hate you, and you might die thinking I did, but I—” 


Kyle presses a hand over his mouth, trying to inhale, fighting against the burning in his eyes. 


“_] didn’t,” Craig says. “I don’t, okay? I envy you because of your stupid perfect life and 
the way things always seemed to make sense for you, you idiot, and I hated how— how you 
never seemed to realize it, and I hated it because everything always seems to turn out for you, 
even after you’ve been halfway across the world and back, and...” 


Craig stutters over that word. And. He tries a few different times, each time more desperate, 
each time more breathless, until he loses whatever train of thought he’d had and goes silent. 


Kyle opens his eyes. He stares at the curtain, but quickly lowers his gaze to the floor. He 
stares at the scuffs on his shoes, at the tiles, and he thinks about how nothing makes sense, 
anymore. He wonders. 


If... 


“I know what it’s like to feel lonely,” Craig says. Kyle falls still, his breath catching in his 
throat. “I think I got so caught up in the fact that I was lonely, that I forgot to realize other 
people feel lonely, too.” 


Kyle tries to think, but there’s too much noise. Too mouth background, too much breathing, 
too much speaking. In seconds, he finds himself peeking out from the curtain, unsure of 
where he should be looking even though he can’t tear his eyes away from where Craig is. 


“T never wanted you to do this,” Craig says. After a pause, he scoots forward the remaining 
few inches and grabs Stan’s hand. He just holds it. “I’m going to stop selling.” 


Kyle looks at Craig’s face, at his eyes. He tries to find a believe me look. He tries to find 
deception. He tries to find so many things, but all he finds are honest eyes and tear stains on 
his cheeks and an expression that’s shaky in its own foundation. 


“I want to help people, okay?” Craig says. “I don’t want to hurt people.” 


Craig stands, but keeps holding Stan’s hand. Craig cards his fingers through Stan’s hair with 
his free hand. It’s a familial gesture, or friendly, at the very least. Seeing it come from 


someone as foreign as Craig is odd. It feels intrusive. With a start, Kyle realizes he saw Craig 
do that exact same thing with Stan on Monday during lunch, the day he... 


“It’s okay, fuzzball,” Craig whispers. He pulls away from Stan. He wipes his eyes and 
cheeks, drying them off with the backs of his sleeves. “You idiot.” 


Kyle steps out from behind the curtain. He takes a few steps forward, but stops when he 
reaches the foot of Stan’s bed. He watches as Craig returns the chair next to the window. 
Craig turns around. He walks a couple steps forward before he notices Kyle. 


They stare at each other. 
Until Craig glances away. 


Kyle’s chest squeezes, this lividness, this anger, this pain. How dare he? How dare he come 
here, how dare he speak, how dare he look away? How dare he? 


Kyle takes a step forward, and Craig starts paying attention again. The movement is what 
gets him? What does Kyle have to do to get through to him? What does Kyle have to do to 
understand? 


Craig is the reason Stan is here. 


Kyle lifts a hand, ready to slap him, ready to hurt him, ready to fight, but Craig doesn’t react. 
Craig doesn’t flinch. Craig just looks at Stan, unsure and confused, with eyes that are blue. 


Water. 

Craig is like a child. 

And with that thought, Kyle thinks of Ike. 

Of Eric knocking him to the curb, of Eric hurting him, of Eric breaking the brooch. 
Of Kyle himself. 

Kyle can’t hit Craig. He can’t. 


He drops his hand to Craig’s chest and grabs the chest of Craig’s sweater. Kyle pulls him into 
a hug, his grip tight and his face buried into Craig’s shoulder. The burning comes back, and 
he can’t hold it in anymore. He hiccups in the gentle sobs, attaching himself to the fabric of 
Craig’s cigarette-smoky sweatshirt. He can lose himself, in the musk of it, in the way it 
smells new yet old in the manner of memories. How he can’t stop thinking about the first 
time he smoked with Stan, about how he could have said no and maybe, if he’d tried to stop 
it, he’d still be... 


“T’m so sorry,” Kyle whimpers, pathetic. Pathetic pathetic pathetic. “I’m so sorry, I’m so 
sorry, I...” 


Craig moves. He wraps an arm around Kyle, pats his back, awkward and stiff, and says, “It’s 
okay...” 


Kyle feels left out of something, like Stan and Craig know something that he doesn’t. Kyle’s 
throat starts to close when he realizes just how selfish he’s been. 


“it’s okay...” 

Kyle didn’t know Stan, did he? Not really. 
“it’s okay...” 

But Kyle still loves him. 


Kyle only continues to cry. Craig lets him. 


Chapter End Notes 
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In On It 


Chapter Summary 


“Kyle, are you really sure that you aren’t depressed?” 


Chapter Notes 


warning, this chapter gets pretty intense 


this chapter takes place during and after SYSBFK Chapter 20: Mea Maxima Culpa 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Kyle doesn’t know what happens. 


It’s like he was at school one second, and the next, he had appeared in his bathroom. 
Thinking nothing of the fact that the yarmulke and his hat have been placed somewhere he 
cannot recall, he strips and steps into the shower just long enough to feel the way the heat of 
the water burns his skin. 


When he steps out, he is certain there is nothing left of the day in his bones. He dries and 
collects his clothes, he tosses the laundry into the hamper, and he digs into his dresser for a 
change of outfit. He doesn’t immediately plan on grabbing himself some socks, but he 
eventually decides that his feet are cold. He digs into the back of his sock drawer to retrieve 
the warm pair that he saves for particularly frigid winter days. He finds himself startled when 
he touches a hard lump within the pair. It crinkles at the touch, too. He retrieves the strange 
item and tugs it out from where it’d been buried in the socks. He stares at it until he can make 
sense of it. 


Within his hands, Kyle holds a plastic bag full of smoking scraps and an old pill bottle with 
marijuana. The name on the bottle is crossed out in black marker, but Kyle is more than 
familiar enough with this bag to know exactly who it belongs to. 


Stan. 


Kyle sits down on his mattress, unable to tear his eyes away from what this is. His hunch that 
Stan had hidden something in his dresser had been correct. The sketchy way Stan had been 
lingering near it when Kyle came back wasn’t just a fluke of stupidity, it was nervousness 
from being found out. 


Kyle could feel angry. In fact, he should feel angry. And in some ways, he supposes he does. 
He cannot, for the life of him, figure out why Stan wouldn't tell Kyle this is what he was 
going to do. The motivation behind this action of Stan's makes no sense to Kyle, and that 
triggers his brain to fight. Fight against itself, fight against Stan, fight against the concept that 
he might be losing his best friend tonight over things that were either incredibly in his 
control, or incredibly out of his control. In a moment of fear, Kyle wonders if Stan... 


His phone rings. 


At first, he’s shocked. He isn’t expecting a call from anyone. What time is it, anyway? He 
doesn’t remember; he can’t quite read the clock, the numbers are too small for his eyes to 
fully focus. He thinks his phone rings four times before he manages to hit the answer button. 
He brings it to his ear and stares, shifting the bag of weed, trying to think. 


“Hello?” he asks, still not quite certain of who he’s talking to. 
“Hey, man,” says the voice on the other end. “It’s me.” 
It’s Stan. 


And suddenly the name on the bottle makes sense, and suddenly his head is pounding harder, 
and suddenly he has to set down the bag of weed before he throws it against the wall because 
he remembers. He has to push Stan away, isn’t that right? He has to make sure Stan doesn’t 
get hurt. Drop him or I'll do it for you. That’s what Eric said. Kyle can’t have that. But, even 
more than that, even further than that, why did Stan not tell Kyle? Why did he keep it secret, 
why did he hide it here of all places? A resumed thought from earlier: what if Stan is in on it? 
What if Eric is pulling more strings behind the scenes than Kyle realizes? What is he to do 
then? Maybe Eric's plan isn't to get Kyle to distance himself from Stan, maybe Eric is 
planning with Stan and they're testing him? If they're testing him, Kyle has to reverse the 
concept. If he reverses the concept, he can trick them. He can fix it. Right? He can fix it and 
they'll admit it was all just some elaborate prank and everything can go back to normal but 
why would Stan do that? 


Kyle snaps, “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
There’s a stunned silence before Stan replies, “What?” 


“Don’t ‘what’ me!” Kyle says. He tries to conjure up the bad things, and that isn't difficult. 
He finds the things that piss him off, the things that make him feel so ruined. Doing the thing 
Eric told him to do is how he will win because Eric is not expecting it... and from the sound 
of his voice, neither is Stan. “You do not get to ‘what’ me! You know just as well as I do 
what this is about, you’ ve— I can’t believe you, I cannot believe you, Stan.” 


“What? Calm down, what are you talking about?” 
Excuse, excuse, excuse... 


Look at the bag. 


Look at it. 

That’s the reason for your downfall. 

Its not. I’ve always just been bad. 

Yeah, but he can't know you're onto him, right? 
So, Stan made you like this, did he? 

Is it his fault? 

Of course it is. 


“Weed?” Kyle snaps. If he makes it about something else, it will be more successful. His 
plan. Success success success. Save Mom and worry about the fallout later, he can manage. 
His throat threatens to close. He’s so tired. He needs to sleep. He needs to rest. “You stashed 
weed in my dresser?” 


Stan says nothing. Static. White noise. 


“In what world do you think that’s okay?” Kyle asks. He needs to snap, he needs to make 
Stan hate him. If they hate each other, Stan will talk to Eric and Eric will stop. That's what 
will happen. That's the only logical explanation, because they both have to be in on it. There 
are too many coincidences, don't you see? Stan is there and Eric is there and in the center of it 
all is Kyle. That's the bottom line. Kyle's brain is jumping. “In what universe do you think 
that’s even remotely fine? Is that why you said we couldn’t smoke anymore? Because you 
didn’t even have it? Was that big, emotional speech of yours a lie? Was it a cover-up? You 
know what, don’t even answer that, of course it’s a cover-up.” 


Please yell at me, please fight back, please hate me. But Stan doesn’t. The plan isn't working. 
“Kyle,” says Stan. “Please, I can explain—” 


“Explain? Do you understand just how much fucking trouble I’m in right now?” Oh, what a 
liar he is— but is it truly a lie if he has physical evidence of trouble? No, it wouldn’t be, if he 
actually had that evidence. Eric hasn’t done anything to scar him. There’s nothing on his skin, 
nothing in his bones, nothing in his flesh or his teeth or his muscles. The pain isn’t real, isn’t 
that right? It doesn’t exist, isn’t that right? He’s fine, he can manage, just push him away just 
go away just hate me please this will work. “You know how my parents feel about drugs! And 
you decide to stash it inside of my room? Have you lost your fucking mind?” 


“Please—” and Stan sounds on the verge of an asthma attack. Guilt tries to creep in, but 
Kyle’s veins metabolize it as anger. Stan's worried about being found out. That's what it has 
to be. Found out. If Stan was innocent, he would have just spoken to Kyle. That's what it's 
about. That has to be it. The guiltless don't hide. “Please, hear me out, it’s really not what you 
think—” 


“Not what I think? Not what I think? You asshole!” So what if Kyle’s shouting? The house is 
empty, he’s home alone, who is here to yell at him if he’s ruining the already damaged home 


of his voice? “Is this what you think of our friendship? You think you can use me as a 
fucking storage box to keep all of the shit that inconveniences you? That you don’t really feel 
like keeping anymore? Did you run out of space in your locker again? Is your closet too full 
to handle a single fucking bag of weed?” 


Please hate me just hate me just get it over with! 
The plan will work, I'm telling you. 
You know the plan, don't you? 
Yes! I know! He needs to hate me! Shut up! 


Kyle feels like there’s someone whispering into his ear. With wide, unblinking eyes, he stares 
at the juxtaposition of his dresser against the wall. The outline, the dark, the shadow. It’s cold, 
it'll get dark soon. It’s winter. He knows it’s winter. Shut up, okay? He’s here. 


They’re leaning over his shoulder and murmuring with hot breath against the skin of his neck 
and the shell of his ear, saying unintelligible things. He pulls the phone away from his face 
and thrashes back, shouting out with all the energy he has left to get them away. He knows 
what he has to do, so stop telling him! STOP TALKING TO HIM! 


He feels like he's losing his mind. 

“You’re pathetic,” Kyle says. “You’re fucking pathetic.” 

I’m so sorry. 

(stop talking to him) “Save it for your girlfriend, Stan, at least you can fix it with her.” 


Yeah, at least she doesn’t know Stan’s a cheater. Because he loves her more than he’ Il ever 
love Kyle, isn’t that right? Of course it is. Look at him. There’s no mirror in his room so he 
can’t see the way he looks fully, but he can squeeze the flesh of his legs and his stomach and 
his arms... 


“You know what?” Kyle says, more to himself than anything else. The bag falls to the floor. 
He doesn’t care. He stands from his bed and walks, meandering out of his room and down the 
steps, only to return back up them because he forgot what his plan was. He thinks he 
remembers, but then he forgets, and he sits himself down on the top step. “Don’t talk to me, 
don’t call me, don’t text me, don’t message me— I don’t want to talk to you, I don’t want to 
look at you.” 


He forgets how to breathe for a second, he thinks, but then his lungs kick in and he wonders 
how many breaths it’d take to fog up the living room window beyond recognition. Is it really 
a window if you paint over it? What makes a window a window? The material, the 
foundation, the function? “How long?” Stan’s voice cracks. “For... ever?” 


He sees Ike outside and he thinks he sees Eric but he can’t tell for sure. Eric knows. See? It's 
working. He knew it would work. “I don’t know,” he says, trying to be quiet so Eric can’t 


hear him, the attempt at quieting his excitement, the fact that he found success. A big victory, 
a big win, something substantial. “I just... I have to go. Goodbye, Stan.” 


Kyle hangs up. 


And the thumping— the familiar beating of his heart, irregular and distraught, suddenly finds 
a pattern that normalizes and feels like nothing. 


Kyle stands and makes his way into the kitchen. 


Embarrassingly, the first thing he thinks of is food. It’s always there, he supposes, this 
lingering worm in the corner of his brain, waiting for the perfect time to renew his love of 
feeling empty and the hatred he has towards the amount of space he takes up. But this time 
it’s different, in a frightening way. He craves comfort, and maybe in some ways it'd be a 
reward for him. He isn't sure. He just knows he won, and winners don't need to worry about 
the things he has been so freaked out by, right? He can manage for a bit on his own. He is 
okay. 


He checks his blood sugar. It’s low. And then he stares into the refrigerator and pinpoints all 
of the things he could eat. He grabs an orange, because— well, he’s already had one today, he 
can’t go wrong with another one. Sixty-seven calories is nothing compared to the ninety in a 
slice of bread, or the ninety in an apple, or the seventy in a slice of cheese. Lettuce only has 
twelve calories per cup. He looked it up after school, he thinks— he doesn’t remember 
actually looking it up, but he knows the number when he hadn’t just an hour prior, so that 
must mean something. 


He eats the orange. He waits fifteen minutes, and rechecks his blood sugar. It’s within normal 
ranges. 


He doesn't want to do this anymore. But there’s something that aches inside of him, some 
strange craving that needs. He’s nauseous, and he wants to go and get it out right now, and his 
brain substitutes with excuses: his blood sugar would drop again, and then he’d have to eat 
again, so if he had another orange that'd raise his blood sugar again, and then if he went and 
puked his blood sugar would lower itself back to about normal ranges. 


EEE PEEL E ake 


So, he allows himself another orange. The guilt is already immense, but he’s gone this far 
with two oranges (totaling one hundred thirty-four calories) and he thinks about when he’ll 
eat next. He’ll have to eat dinner, won’t he? If he eats enough now to keep his blood sugar in 
the upper ranges of normal after vomiting, he might be able to skip. Blame it on illness? 
Could he do that? Could he get away with that? He’d be kept home from school tomorrow, 
certainly, which wouldn’t be good. That would be a win for Eric, and we cannot have that, 
Kyle, no no no... 


Besides, when Ike finds out about Kyle being “sick” (if he goes down that route, 
hypothetically), he might tell Dad about Kyle’s recent run-ins with hypoglycemia. What if 
Dad takes him to the hospital and they run tests? What if they find out about what he’s been 
doing? He doesn’t have an eating disorder, okay? People with eating disorders make 


themselves puke after eating, sometimes, but he’s not bulimic. He’s just managing himself. 
He’s just coping. That’s all it is. He can stop whenever he wants to. For now it’s just 
comforting. 


But the doctors would never think of it like that, would they? No, they would consider him 
sick, or mental, or something. Then what? He’d be signed up for therapy? They’d force him 
to eat hospital food? How disgusting. What if they think he’s bad enough to go to inpatient, 
or whatever? He doesn’t know how this sort of thing works, but the last thing he needs is to 
be sent off to some facility where they make him talk about his bullshit— or where they 
make him eat three full meals a day or however much else. He couldn’t do that. The thought 
is fucking atrocious. Food is disgusting. 


It's comfortable, though. 


Kyle craves a sandwich. He allows himself to make one, but he doesn’t eat it. Not right away, 
at least. Or, he tries not to. But it’s staring right at him and he did make it, so he can’t just not 
eat it, right? That’d be a waste of food, and he can’t be even more of a nuisance to his family. 
He’s already horrible, he’s already ruining everything, so what’s wrong with eating the 
sandwich he made? And what’s wrong with a handful of carrots? Carrots are healthy. He 
looks it up and a cup is fifty calories (adding that to be a grand total of 544). That’s less than 
an orange. 


They have enough fixings left to make another sandwich, but Kyle doesn’t do that. He busies 
himself by downing a glass of water and snacking on unsalted tortilla chips, and... 


...by the time he realizes what he’s done, it’s too late. 


Slowly, so slowly, his racing mind settles down and he finds himself at the kitchen table, feet 
pulled onto the chair with him and his knees tucked up against his chest. He isn't even doing 
anything, he's just... eating. Everything catches up with him. His memory is fuzzy and maybe 
that's good, but at the same time, he's here now, dealing with the aftermath of whatever... 
whatever this is, whatever possessed him to zone out like that. To find excuses and use them 
to justify to himself that what he had been doing is a good idea. Kyle stares at the bag of 
chips, unsure of how full it was before he started but certain that it is now at least half-empty 
and the idea that he ate half the bag is the most terrifying concept in the entire world. 


Kyle closes the bag and carefully stands, walks across the kitchen to the cabinet, and puts it 
away. He moves like one wrong twitch will kill him. 


In his seventeen and a half years of living, he has never felt more guilty. He doesn’t know 
how many chips he ate— he hadn’t been keeping track, and that was his first mistake. But ten 
chips is ninety-one calories and he’s pretty sure he had more than ten chips. He’s full. He ate 
way too fucking much, didn’t he? 


It feels like his brain is swirling, like he doesn’t understand what he’s gotten himself into or 
how to get himself out of it. For a second he’s unsure, nervous about what he’s done to 
himself, about how his body is going to react to such a horrific, careless mistake. He finds his 
phone forgotten on the step and walks upstairs. He wonders where Ike is. He wonders if Dad 
is home. He checks where he can think to, and when the house appears empty, he locks 


himself in the bathroom. Leaving his phone on the bathroom counter, Kyle turns the shower 
on full-blast, stands before the toilet, and sticks his fingers down his throat. In minutes, he’s 
flushing away all the evidence. 


Still, it’s not enough. His mouth tastes terrible and his throat burns something fierce. His eyes 
won’t stop watering, his hands are shaking and his stomach is cramping and it hurts. He 
forces himself to gulp down water from the faucet and in a moment of weakness he goes back 
to the toilet and forces himself to vomit the water, because as sick as it sounds, he misses the 
feeling of having everything come back up again. It’s cathartic, really, because he has this 
knowledge that everything has left and he is empty and he doesn’t have to worry about it 
anymore. 


His head is throbbing and it feels like he can’t swallow as effectively. There are seconds or 
minutes or something, some amount of time where he sits next to the toilet staring at the 
remnants of the food he puked up because he doesn’t have enough energy to lift his hand that 
extra inch and flush it. Everything he once had, all of the interest in studying for the 
upcoming exam in math, all of the fear of losing and being lost and being in control, all of it 
is gone and replaced with this roaring torrent of physical hurt and exhaustion. 


A split second of panic prods his chest with a very loud thought of that was not enough and 
he pushes himself properly on his knees, pressing his fingers as deep into his throat as he can 
possibly go. He gags, and spits out saliva and whatever remains, but nothing comes up. 
Nothing substantial, at least; just burning, just coughing and air. He digs the heel of his free 
hand against the bottom left portion of his rib cage, where his stomach is, hoping to get just a 
little more of something out. 


Just bile. Kyle's okay. 


Kyle sniffs and forces himself to stand, flushing the toilet and looking around himself to 
make sure he didn’t spill anything anywhere that he’ll have to clean up. He can’t see 
anything. He’s paranoid still, but he doesn’t have the mental fortitude to give much of a 
damn. He rinses his mouth out with water and washes his hands six times with as much soap 
as he can possibly use, just to get the smell out. He rinses his mouth another four times for 
good measure, and then proceeds with a couple rounds of mouthwash to make sure he won’t 
smell like vomit. 


His eyes keep trying to close and he keeps coughing against the thick roughness of his 
esophagus. His head hurts and his stomach still cramps in waves which come and go, 
unwilling to soothe because of the abuse he’s given his body. He still shakes, even as he 
walks into his bedroom and stands in the center of it, trying to make sense of it all. 


In the house, where no lights are on, lit only by the natural illumination which comes in from 
the windows, it is quiet. There’s this soft sound, the gentle murmur of the new generation of 
children running around in outdoor fields and lawns— he can exist in it, and so he does. He 
presses his hands together, wringing his fingers and picking at the skin surrounding his nails. 
He realizes that his nails look like he scraped them across the rough edge of a cinder block. 
And there are scabs forming on his knuckles— they’re red and particularly tender. The skin 
surrounding the scrapes throbs. 


Sometimes, the world turns too fast. Everything happens so quickly that he can’t process, that 
it feels like one event after another after another, this never ending cycle of panic and yet 
there’s something so raw. Staring at his hands like they’re someone else’s, he cannot shake 
the strangeness of the fact that right here, in his own home, he feels less safe than he’s ever 
felt in his life. And maybe that’s the adrenaline talking, shaking through his vessels, but he 
has a hard time discerning whether he cares about that or not. It just is. He just is, and 
suddenly he’s staring at his life like it’s this massive, fucked-up project that he has no idea 
how to complete and all he wants to do is curl up in the arms of his mother and find comfort 
in the way she always knows what’s best— in the way she always knows how to fix things. 


He wonders if she would ever be able to fix him. There’s a thickness in his throat, like 
something is caught, or like his body can’t get rid of the memory of vomiting. His stomach 
tightens. It’s hard to swallow. He wonders if he broke himself. He thinks, maybe, he might 
have overstepped a line somewhere, and now that it has been crossed, he can’t go back. That 
scares him, too. He is stuck, trapped in a box with no way out, dealing with feelings that he 
thinks may be permanent and he wonders if it’s even worth it to keep going if he’ll never get 
relief from any of it. If he deals with never ending nausea, is living something he wants to 
do? If he can’t stop these symptoms, why not stop the source? 


Y’know? 

It’s not worth it, is it? 

Is Mom already dead? Can he even save her? If she’s already dead, what is he still here for? 
Like, what’s the point? 


It’s cold, so Kyle hugs himself. He rubs at the fabric covering his arms, pulling the sleeves 
tight over his hands. He stares down at himself for no more than a few seconds. Something 
new and strange has settled in; he noticed it recently. He can hardly look at himself in the 
mirror, anymore, and when he does he finds he can’t look away from the things that he hates 
because the things that he hates make up the entirety of him. There’s just something about it 
that hurts. He thinks the problem is that it feels too exact. 


The front door opens downstairs. Kyle hears it, and he hears Ike finally coming home, 
shouting goodbye to one of his friends. He hears the shuffle of Ike as he kicks his shoes off 
and closes the door behind him. Kyle feels like he’s intruding, but at the same time, he can’t 
ignore the noise. He doesn’t know if it’s because he doesn’t want to draw attention to himself, 
or if it’s because he physically doesn’t have the energy to do so. With only a slight surprise, 
Kyle recognizes just how tired he is; his body threatens to curl up where he stands and sleep. 
There’s a certain feeling that your body gets when you’ve gone too long without sleep— a 
strange weightlessness, matched with a raw feeling in your eyes. And there’s a deep-seated 
pain, too. Kyle dislikes the pain the most, in some ways, though in others, it just allows him 
to feel. 


Ike probably doesn’t think to find Kyle, not that he has to. In fact, Kyle doesn’t want Ike to 
notice him. Ike is still a kid. He doesn’t deserve to be upset or stressed about things. But 
there’s constantly more than just a childish glee inside that head of his, isn’t there? Of course 
there is, there always is. He’s always thinking about something. Sometimes Ike will sneak 


into Kyle’s bedroom just to talk about some theory he’s come up with— occasionally delving 
way too deeply into philosophy than Kyle’s exhausted brain can comprehend. But, of course, 
Kyle will nod along and ask questions if he has the ability to. 


They haven’t had a good talk like that for a long time, though. Not since Mom got sick, now 
that he thinks about it. 


Kyle shakes himself free of his paralysis. Crawling into bed is such a bittersweet feeling— 
the knowledge that he can just linger and lay and relax and not have to move or breathe or 
think is wonderful. On the other hand, his muscles are tense and his spine is rigid. He can feel 
his bones, attempting to shift, and the discomfort is definite. He rolls onto his side rather than 
his stomach, his muscles burning and his eyes watering from the pressure. Laying on his side 
doesn’t feel good, either. Trying to find a satisfactory position is difficult. He tosses and turns 
until he finds himself on his back, dozing into blank unawareness. 


It’s almost six in the evening when Kyle is shaken awake by Ike. His vision comes in slowly. 
He blinks it in, trying to orient himself to the room he remembers last being in. As the waves 
of just a few hours ago settle in, he notices distress. He hates napping. Well, he hates waking 
up from naps. It always feels like he wasted time— like he missed out on something. 


Ike is talking, but Kyle can’t hear him. He shakes his head, pushes himself up onto his 
elbows, and says, “I’m awake, I’m awake, what’s wrong?” 


“Nothing is wrong,” Ike says. He thrusts an object in front of Kyle’s face. Kyle hardly 
processes what it is before he grabs it. The weight and shape reveals it’s his phone. Did he 
leave it downstairs? Why is Ike giving it to him? He starts trying to remember how to go 
through the motions of opening it, but he realizes that it’s already open, on the text message 
screen. Kyle blinks, shaking his head again. 


“You know my passcode?” Kyle asks. 


All Ike replies with is, “Now I do,” which is always a reassuring answer when it’s coming 
from a thirteen-year-old. “You and Stan fought, didn’t you?” 


Kyle squints at the brightness of his phone, turning it down a few notches in an attempt at 
processing the screen. “What makes you say that?” he asks. He doesn’t need an answer, 
though, nor is Ike willing to give him one. Such a thing becomes blatantly obvious when Ike 
simply keeps talking, pinpointing an entirely different discussion topic. 


“You smell like the bathroom, and the bathroom smells like puke, are you sick?” Ike asks. 
There’s this tender note of worrying undertone to it, something that Kyle would appreciate if 
he weren’t so assured of the fact that he doesn’t want anyone worrying over him. He just 
wants to be left alone. Kyle brushes the question off by ignoring it, favoring instead to read 
the messages that Stan has sent him— recently, apparently. 


Stan 


Today 5:29 PM 
kyle 


look look look ok I know I know I fucked up. Ok I know 
but I swear man I swear I have a reason I didnt just do it for the halibut 


*hell of it, jesus christ 


“Is that why you’ve been sleeping so much, too?” Ike asks. “You’re sick?” 
He's in on it. 
They're all in on it. 


Kyle quickly begins to type, just to get Stan to stop messaging him. Newly budding guilt 
takes over, exploring the shivering inches of his skin that he hates. He thinks about the 
amount of food he had earlier, and the lack of control frightens him. He mindlessly squeezes 
at the soft junction of his side as he sends the response. 


Stan 


Today 5:33 PM 
I told you not to text me. 


Then Ike asks, “Is that why you’re so thin?” 


Without thinking, Kyle scoffs. At the silence, he looks up at Ike. Ike simply stares, rocking 
back and forth on the balls of his feet. He’s frowning. 


“Why’d you scoff at that?” Ike asks. 
“What is this, an interrogation?” Kyle replies. 
“Kinda.” 


In a matter of seconds, Kyle’s phone starts to go off again. Message after message, messy and 
occasionally unintelligible, flood in at a rapid pace— like no thought goes into them, they’re 
just being sent. 


Stan 


Today 5:34 PM 
I know kyle I know trust me I was there I remembr evry vivbly 


jejnfkejfjnf 


im so sorry my hands are shaking lol this is hard im sorry im sorry 


but I mean anyway I remember and I just wanted to say im sorry first of all like im rly rly rlly 
sorry about everything I fucked up so bad I fucked it up 


Im good at that I think like if there was a competition at fucking everything up I might win 


I like to think maybe my legacy will be that I fucked up so badly and then when I die itll all 
come like a monsoon that I was the best at it. 


fucking up I mean 


Excuses excuses excuses, what did I tell you? 
We have excuses, are we guilty? 
No, no, no. All good things come in threes, though. 
one two three? 
one two three. 
“Fucking hell,” Kyle cusses. 


Stan 


Get to the point. 


“Fucking hell what?” Ike replies. 


“Don’t cuss,” Kyle says, hypocritical. Ike gives him a look translating as such. Kyle simply 
rolls his eyes. His phone returns to the buzzing, more notifications keeping him on-edge. He 
doesn’t enjoy it. He can’t focus on both Ike and Stan at the same time— he can’t handle 
censoring his verbal conversation and a written one in two different ways. He’s going to slip 
up, somewhere somehow, and then everything will fall apart. He’Il devolve into his own 
apologies (he can hardly ignore the hurting, painful squeezing of his heart in his chest at just 
how desperate Stan is). He can’t do that. It’s a task. 


A horrible, morbid task. 


Stan 
right right right sry 
thats my point by the way im sorry im sorry im sorry im sorry 


please please dont make me leave you alone kyle Iplease 


Kyle has to distance himself. 


Stan 
Is that all you have to say? 


if it 1s? 


Kyle needs to distance himself. 


Stan 


I’m blocking you. 


He isn't going to block him. 
You're not going to block him. 
I can block him. 
You can't. You won't. I'll do it, though. You know why? 
Why? 
You can't hurt him anymore. 
Stan 
wait wait WAIT WAIT WAIT WAIT 
Then stop texting me. 


ok. Im sorry. 


“What? Who are you hurting?” Ike pipes up. For a moment, Kyle doesn’t know how to 
respond to that. 


“I didn’t say I was hurting anyone,” Kyle says. One look at Ike is enough to pinpoint 
something sharp and distraught, yet utterly buried. Ike looks tired, this exhaustion that a kid 
his age really shouldn’t have to deal with. Kyle wants to fix that, but he doesn’t know how. 
He wonders if giving him a hug would help at all— if promising to keep him safe would do 
much for his hope. That childish hope, the one that partners with the glee. 


“I can’t hurt him anymore’,” says Ike. “That’s what you said, Kyle— ‘I can’t hurt him 
anymore’... what’s that supposed to mean? Is Stan the one you’re hurting? Is that why Stan’s 
freaking out?” 


“It doesn’t mean anything, okay? It’s none of your business, just lay off.” Is that an 
insensitive thing to say? Would Ike prefer to be the one that Kyle worries about? Kyle doesn’t 
know. He can’t tell— he’s almost too exhausted to try. He gives Ike a testing smile, but that 
smile does not get returned. It gets internalized, certainly, for analysis in whatever folder Ike 
stores it in. Nonetheless, Ike moves on. 


“How was your blood sugar today?” 
“Ike.” 


“T’m serious!” Ike says, tensing his muscles and standing up straighter. “I wanna know how 
your blood sugar was, Kyle! You’ve been having issues lately, and I need to know you’re not 
gonna—” 


There’s a silence. Ike doesn’t finish the statement; he doesn’t have to. Kyle turns away from 
the way Ike stares at him. His phone screen has since shut off, leaving only black and a 
lingering extra layer of darkness in the already heavily-shadowed room. What time is it, six? 
A glance at the clock reaffirms that it’s true. Five fifty-something— he doesn’t have the 
strength to get the exact details from the ticking thing. 


“Kyle, are you really sure that you aren’t depressed?” 


The question comes out of nowhere. It’s so sudden that Kyle has no idea how to process it, 
much less how he’s supposed to respond to that. The answer, of course, is a simple no. He’s 
not depressed, he has never been depressed, he will not say he is depressed, because he isn’t. 
He’s seen the way it fucked Stan up. 


Before Stan got his medication, Kyle remembers, to the very last detail, the way it looked to 
see Stan come to school in the same clothes for a week straight, not showered and unshaven. 
He remembers coming over that weekend to no response at the door, only to text Stan. Stan 
responded to that text, too. Kyle asked him what he was doing and Stan responded, “fixing 
it”. Kyle didn’t know what that meant, but he ran home and told Mom and Mom called 
Missus Marsh. 


They don’t talk about it. Never once have they spoken a word on what Stan did. This was 
back in freshman year. Kyle and Stan have always been really close, but Stan hasn’t told 
Kyle what really happened that day. Not through his words, at least. Kyle just remembers 
seeing the occasional glimpses of scars on Stan’s thighs when in the locker room, and then 
Stan started taking medication. From that, Kyle can kind of piece it together. 


“Kyle?” Ike asks. Kyle shakes his head and leaves it at that. He kicks the covers up from the 
foot of his bed and drops his phone next to him on the mattress. Entirely content to go back to 
sleep, he tries to do so, but Ike grabs his wrist with both hands and pulls as hard as he can. 
Kyle tumbles sideways, hardly managing to catch himself on his nightstand before he hurtles 
straight into the ground. His body complains and his brain feels buzzed, eyes wired as he 
wakes up a little more. His breathing has picked up. Ike lets go, and Kyle expects an apology, 
but Ike doesn’t give one. Ike says, “Come downstairs with me.” 


“I just want to sleep,” Kyle says. “I’m fine, okay? I just had a long day and Pd really like to 
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“I know yov’d like to, but that doesn’t mean you should,” Ike says. “One of the most 
important things for you to do right now is be social!” 


“I don’t need to be social, Ike.” Kyle moves to get back into bed, but when Ike moves to pull 
him again, Kyle decides instead to stand before Ike can get the opportunity. Standing still 
feels awkward, though, so Kyle makes his way out of his room and takes the steps down to 
the living room. Ike follows close behind. 


“You're depressed,” Ike says, almost tripping over his own feet as they cross the living room. 
Kyle rolls his eyes and keeps walking, emerging into the kitchen. 


“I’m not depressed.” 


“Yes you are, don’t try to tell me you’re not, because you are,” Ike says. “You’ve been 
sleeping a lot lately, and you’ve been shutting yourself up in your room every time someone 
tries to talk to you, and you’re not eating.” 


“I’m eating,” Kyle says. He stops in the center of the kitchen, staring at the refrigerator. He 
glances toward the trashcan and then examines the dining room table, like they have answers 
for why he chose to come here. He turns on his heel and starts making his way back to the 
living room, but Ike catches him before he can and pushes him back to the center of the 
kitchen. Ike glares firmly at Kyle, frowning. 


“Then why is your blood sugar so low all the time?” Ike asks. “You’ve been able to manage 
yourself for years, and then suddenly you start getting all hypoglycemic once a week! If 
you’re not careful, you could get—” 


“I know,” Kyle says. “Just leave me alone, okay? I’m dealing with it.” 


“You're not dealing with it, you’re dealing in it,” Ike argues, crossing his arms over his chest. 
“You're not acting yourself and I don’t want you to start trying to hurt yourself or 
something.” 


“T’m not going to hurt myself, that’s fucking stupid!” Kyle spits the words, and if he didn’t 
know better, he would think them to be something physical; Ike’s reaction is enough of a tell 
for their power. Ike steps back, shoulders lifting and head ducking for just a second as he 
processes the idea of possible danger. Within seconds, however, Ike recovers, straightening 
back up and back to glaring. That glare has softened, though, and he has begun to fidget with 
the hem of his Minecraft pajama shirt. He wrings it through his hands, and as he does, Kyle 
watches. Kyle watches, and Kyle feels regret. Once again, his body metabolizes that regret as 
something explosive. He turns away forcefully, pulling open the cabinet with a certain vigor. 
He digs in for something— not even he knows what he’s looking for— though he eventually 
finds the bag of tortilla chips and tosses it onto the counter. He doesn’t turn around, even 
when he tells Ike, “Go get my kit, it’s in my room.” 


Ike’s footsteps pad off into the living room. As Kyle listens to them, he presses his palms into 
the solid surface of the counter top, supporting himself with the minimal amount of strength 
he has. His entire body is so tired. He’s exhausted to a level he hadn’t realized he could reach. 
Even after playing multiple matches of basketball and running a mile in ten minutes, he 
hadn’t been so drained. He stares down at his feet, where his sock-clad feet contrast with the 
murk of the kitchen tiles... when was the last time anyone mopped these floors? When was 
the last time someone swept? He kicks his foot along the edge of one of the tiles, wincing at 
the sound of crumbs and feeling of dirt. He turns his gaze back to the bag of chips. It’s half- 
full. He ate some earlier, he remembers that. He doesn’t really remember it, but he 
remembers it happened, if that makes sense. His stomach flips inside of his torso, suddenly 
terrified that he’ll lose control again. He grabs the bag of tortilla chips and shoves it back into 
the cupboard, paying little attention to the fact that the cabinet door slams loudly shut. 


Kyle grabs the broom and dustpan from the hall closet and returns to the kitchen, hasty in his 
movements. Without further ado, he begins to sweep, making sure to get into the little nooks 
and crannies of the room. He double-checks under the chairs and makes notes of the stain 
underneath the table. He will get that later with a sponge. The mop doesn’t work for shit, it 
just spreads water around. Ike comes back in when he’s halfway done with sweeping, 
stopping dead in his tracks before he breaches the doorway. 


“What are you doing?” Ike asks, carefully stepping over the pile of dust and debris Kyle has 
swept. He drops the kit on the kitchen table. Kyle tries to ignore the look Ike is giving him. 


“I’m sweeping, this floor is filthy,” Kyle explains. He brushes the pile into the dustpan and 
tosses it into the trashcan, purposefully ignoring the orange and white of the peel from the 
orange he’d had earlier. Again, his stomach churns, and he swallows thickly at the idea of 
eating. He knows he won’t, he knows he doesn’t have to, and he knows Ike won’t make him. 
He knows Ike can t make him, either. Kyle is the older sibling, Kyle is in charge... though 
it’d be a lie to say that Kyle feels very in charge. 


“What happened to the chips?” Ike asks. Then, as if thinking better of the question, he swaps 
to, “What happened to eating?” 


“T ate,” Kyle says, and it’s not a lie since he didn’t specify when he ate. It’s true, he ate. He 
ate too much, too fast, and then he forced it right back up again. It’s a waste of money, it’s a 
waste of food, it’s a waste of time, but Kyle wasn’t in control of what happened, so he 
decides he’s ignoring it. He replaces the broom in the hall closet, ignoring the fact that Ike is 
still following him around like a lost puppy. Kyle makes his way back to the kitchen, and Ike 
follows him. Kyle grabs a sponge and begins to wet it in the sink, squirting some soap into 
the center and lathering it into the material. With a smile, he asks, “Hey, Ike, remember that 
copycat phase you went through when you were little?” 


Ike hops up onto the counter top, sitting with his legs dangling over the edge. He kicks them 
in alternations, his heels hitting the wood of the bottom cabinets. “Yeah, sorta, I guess,” he 
says. “Why?” 


“How old were you, six?” 


“Something like that,” Ike says. There’s a pause before he repeats, “Why?” 


Kyle shakes the excess water out of the sponge and turns off the faucet with his elbow. “All 
you ever wanted to do back then was follow me around,” says Kyle. He makes his way over 
to the dining room table and kneels below it, finding the questionable stain of some sort that 
has been there for so long he’s learned to ignore it. He begins to scrub at it. “Which was 
annoying enough, but then you started to copy everything I did, too— if I laid down on the 
floor, you laid down next to me; if I did math homework, you did math homework.” 


“T was six, I barely had homework,” Ike says. 
“My math homework.” 
“oh, right, yeah.” 


He can’t help it. As he recalls the memories, he smiles. The image of the simpler times, when 
they were both still young and reasonably naive to the bad things in the world, is enough to 
make him feel fuzzy inside. He remembers being eleven years old, although those memories 
are very vague. He blinks away a strange misty feeling and doubles his efforts in getting the 
stain out. 


“Once, I got so mad, that I pushed you,” Kyle says. He remembers that day well, in 
comparison to most things. He remembers Ike was copying the way Kyle was sitting on the 
floor, laying on his stomach with his chin in his hands, kicking his feet in the air. And then 
Ma called them both for dinner, and Kyle got up, and Ike got up the same exact way— and 
that was it, the straw that broke the camel’s back. 


Kyle flips the sponge over, using the rough side instead, even though Mom would scold him 
for scraping up the floors. 


“And you know what you did?” Kyle asks. 
“No,” Ike says, slow. “What?” 


Through laughter, Kyle says, “You pushed yourself right back.” He stops scrubbing at the 
floor, just for a second, long enough to bring the back of his hand to his eyes and wipe the 
heaviness from his lids. The stain, a strange gray-beige color, hasn’t lightened in the slightest. 
He wonders if he’ll ever get it out of the floor. If he doesn’t get it out, Mom will be mad. She 
likes to keep the kitchen clean. She likes to keep everywhere clean, really; she’s big on 
appearances. Not in a vain way. In a decency way. He thinks of the way she looked, pale and 
shaking in a hospital bed, and he triples his vigor in the scrubbing of the stain. 


“Kyle?” Ike asks. The counter squeaks as he hops off of it, and footsteps creak the foundation 
of the floor as he makes his way over. Kyle doesn’t respond. He just adjusts on his knees and 
continues the scrubbing, flipping the sponge back over to the soft side in an effort to get more 
soap onto the stain. He hopes it’Il soak in and finally help it come off. Once more, he flips the 
sponge, circling the coarse edge of it roughly against the corners of the stain. A speck lifts; he 
sees it, the speck, it lifts. Renewed, he presses his palm into the sponge and leans his weight 
into it. “Kyle, what are you doing?” 


“I’m getting this stupid stain out,” Kyle says. “What does it look like I’m doing?” 


There’s an uncomfortable moment. All that can be heard is the vigorous scrubbing and the 
sound of suds hissing in droplets of water. The occasional whine from the floor as Kyle 
shifts, too, but he tries to ignore that. The edges of his vision start to darken with how much 
attention he’s giving the stain. He blinks some of the particles away. There’s a hand on his 
back; he feels Ike’s presence behind him. He continues scrubbing. The hand moves to his 
shoulder, gently gripping, softly urging. “Kyle, Stop.” 


“T have to get the stain out, Ike,” Kyle says. 


på 


Another little tug. “There’s nothing there,” Ike whispers. “Kyle, there’s nothing there, stop.’ 


Out of irritation, Kyle pulls back. He gestures sharply at the stain, at the definiteness of its 
edges, at the dark undertones and the color and the way it is certainly there. He traces the 
edge with his hand. His fingers slip in the remains of sudsy water. It’s really baked into the 
floor deep; he feels no texture from it. “It’s right here,” Kyle insists. He presses his fingers 
over it, tries to feel somewhere for an outline, for a raise where there was evidence of some 
food having been dropped, but there is nothing. It’s flat; it feels like the floor. It feels like... 


There's nothing there. 
Kyle says, “Oh.” 


This time, when Ike tries to pull him back, Kyle relents. He scoots away from the stain, 
backing up and sitting on his haunches as he considers his next move. There’s nothing else 
like this feeling in his gut. He’s staring at it— he can fucking see the stain, it’s right there, it’s 
literally right there— yet Ike is telling him it isn’t there, and he doesn’t feel anything under 
his hand, and it isn’t coming out... “Give me the sponge, okay?” Ike says. Kyle hands the 
sponge over, though his every fiber tells him to hold onto it and resume trying. He wants to 
curl up around the stain and point at it and say it 5 there! It’s right there! but he knows better 
than to do that. He... he wouldn’t be able to explain it, even if he tried. 


Kyle stands up when Ike tells him to, and Kyle allows Ike to sit him in one of the chairs at the 
dining table. As Ike returns the sponge to the sink, Kyle gives repetitive, compulsory glances 
down at the stain. Every single time he does, he sees it. Eventually, it burns into his memory. 
He sees the outline of the stain everywhere. He sees it against the table, he sees it against the 
wall, he sees it on the ceiling and on his arm. It’s just one splotch of imperfection among the 
real beauty of everything else. He rubs at his arms, feeling comfort in his sleeves even if they 
are damp at the ends from the water. Even if they do smell like dish soap. Kyle stares at the 
table, looking over the items on it. His phone, and his kit. A stray place mat from dinner last 
night— or... was it last week? He can’t remember. He thinks he put it out for Mom last week 
and never had the heart to pick it back up... or was it last night? 


Ike brings Kyle a bowl of leftovers from the other day. He pushes the kit toward Kyle, and 
Kyle catches it with his palm. At least his reflexes haven’t failed him. Ike doesn’t have to say 
anything for Kyle to understand and know what to do. He isn’t stupid, he’s just reluctant. He 
retrieves his meter and the strips and the needle and he goes through the elaborate process of 
pricking his finger and checking the number and there it is. To the surprise of both himself 
and Ike, the number is normal. 


“It’s normal,” Kyle says, as if he had expected it to be so. He packs his kit back up and 
discards of the strip. When he sits himself back down at the dining table, he pushes the bowl 
of leftovers— chicken and rice, full of uncomfortable memories— across the table to where 
Ike now sits. Quickly, Ike grabs the bowl and pushes it right back in front of Kyle. “Oh, come 
on—” 


“Just because it’s normal doesn’t mean you ate,” Ike argues. Kyle glances up at Ike, just so he 
won’t have to stare at the reheated meal. He doesn’t trust himself. But he can’t keep his gaze 
averted from it for long. The protein is tempting, and he’s always been one for rice. Such a 
thing won’t convince him, though. “Kyle, come on.” 


Kyle wonders how many calories are in this meal. He wonders how it would effect the way 
he looks, or how it’d change the number on the scale for the worse. He doesn’t even know 
how much he weighs currently. He feels a sudden compulsion to weigh himself. He’ ll have to 
dismiss himself to do that. He has to assure Ike he ate earlier and then head to the bathroom. 
Would it be sketchy? It shouldn’t be, he’ll just say he has to pee. “Look, Ike, I ate, I promise I 
did,” Kyle says. “I had a sandwich and an orange—” and another orange and some chips “— 
before you got home, then I went to bed, okay?” 


For a moment, Ike says nothing. He just fidgets, a look of skepticism visible in his eyes. His 
shirt has begun to stretch in the front from where he pulls and wrings it between his hands. 
The table is softly shaking, and Kyle thinks that’s because Ike is bouncing his leg. Kyle 
gently stands, lifting the bowl of food up from the table and ignoring the way the heat from it 
prods his skin. He rounds the table to Ike and sets the bowl in front of his little brother. Ike 
looks up at him. Kyle cards his fingers through Ike’s hair and gives him a reassuring smile. 


“Go ahead and eat, okay? You need it more than I do,” Kyle says. Ike turns his attention to 
the bowl of chicken and rice. In the pause, Kyle fears Ike might deny the meal, but Ike does 
no such thing. However hesitant, Ike does pick up the fork and prod at the chicken and rice. 
Kyle retrieves his kit from the table, turning to exit the kitchen and head back upstairs. 
Before he can go, however, he hears the distinct chirp of his phone receiving another text 
message. Momentarily, Kyle is unsure of how he’s supposed to handle the interruption. He 
reels for a second, though eventually returns to the table. He picks up his phone and opens 
the message, just in time for the next to send. 


Stan 


Today 6:22 PM 
yknow whats FUNNY 


I thought I could keep my parents from breaking up LOL 
Kyle’s heart feels ready to stop beating. It flutters in his chest, and then picks up double-time, 
squeezing harshly against his ribs. His fingers shake as he responds. 


Stan 


Today 6:24 PM 


What did I say about talking to me, Stan? 


He hopes that’ll be the end of it, but Stan has never been very good at hints. 


Stan 


I thought if I made my mom think she was losing it she would drop it and everything would 
be A OKAY But NO 


IF ID HAVE JUST TAKN TE CONSQKQNCEs OF BEGNI A FJUCKIN STONR LIEK A 
MAN NON OF THJS WOLD HAV HAPNED 


how FUNNYI is THAT 


The sudden transfer into caps is frightening, and Kyle’s chest suddenly grips like he’s just run 
a mile. He can see that Stan is still typing. He doesn’t want to receive any more messages, so 
he attempts to send something of is own, but he doesn’t manage to concoct more than a 
single word before panicking and hitting send. 


Stan 


Stan 


And then the slew starts. 


Stan 

I didnt even want to put the weed in ur dresser 

I wanted to tell you so so so bad LOL 

BUT I WAS AFRAID HAHA 

U WRE RITE I AM PATHETIC 

IS THAT WHT U WANT KYLE? DYU WANT ME TO CALL MUSELF PTHETIC? 


IS THAT WHAT ITL TAKE 2 MAKE THINGS OK AGAN? 


Kyle wants to scream, wants to say no! That won t make anything okay! but that’s beyond the 
ability of his mouth. He has to shake himself out of it though he feels distinctly like he won’t 
be able to escape. He doesn’t remember calling Stan pathetic— did he call Stan pathetic? 
Kyle feels sick. 


Stan 


Don’t. 


The next message makes Kyle’s blood run thick and cold. 


Stan 


BECUZ ILL FUCKING DOIIT OKAY 


What does he mean? Do what? 


“Kyle?” Ike asks, his voice painfully soft in comparison to the yelling that’s going on in 
Kyle’s head. As Kyle reads the messages, he can’t help but hear them like Stan is right beside 
him, breathing in heaving gasps as he breaks down. Kyle doesn’t respond to Ike, instead 
favoring to glance at the front door. He changes routes and types out a quick message. His 
ears buzz as he rushes into the living room, catching himself on the wall next to the staircase, 
kicking on his shoes and slipping on his coat. He hears the footsteps of Ike coming out of the 
kitchen, quick and concerned. Ike, panicked, asks, “What’s going on? Is it Stan?” 


Kyle says nothing. He glances at his phone, and sees two new messages. He also sees that he 
hadn’t sent the one he typed. Without reading the other two, he sends what he’d originally 
planned. 


Stan 


ILL CALL MSYELF PATHETIC ILL SPEND MY ENTRE FKKIN LIFE SAYN IM 
PATHETIC IF IT MENS I MKE IT BETER 


IM PATHETIC IMPATHENC IM PATHEDIC IM PADETHIC 


Please stop. You’re scaring me. 


Kyle waits. He stares at the screen of his phone, the only bright thing left in the house at this 
point with the sun having gone down completely. Stan doesn’t read the message. The read 
receipt doesn’t pop up, and no bubbles appear indicating a response. It’s just quiet. Ike grabs 
Kyle’s arm, trying to peek over and read what’s going on. “What’s wrong? Is he—” 


“T don’t know,” Kyle blurts, finding that whatever Ike was planning on saying would fit with 
such an answer. Is he okay? I don’t know. Is he mad? I don’t know. Is he trying to hurt 
himself again? I don’t know. 


Finally, the read receipt toggles. And Stan types a response— quick and simple, and Kyle lets 
out the stressed breath he’s been holding. 


Stan 
i 
im sorry 


im sorry I love u ilove u ilov u 


... wait. 


Stan 


Are you drunk? 


There is an extraordinarily long pause before Stan’s next reply. 
Stan 

no 

plz 

I love you 


but duck u kyle I hate u 


Oh, for fuck’s— 

“He’s drunk,” Kyle growls. 

Stan 

You’re drunk. 

“He’s what?” Ike asks, as if he doesn’t know what the term means. Kyle makes a frustrated 
noise, overwhelmed with the way his body processes the aftermath of such a terrifying false 
alarm. “He’s drunk? Are you kidding?” 

Stan 

ur right. Ur alwaays right. 


Kyle sighs, heading to the staircase and sitting on the bottom step. Ike sits beside him, 
shuffling his feet against the floor. Kyle falls into the blank space of the text conversation, 


allowing his heart to return to a normal pace. 


Stan 
Go to bed. 
You’re going to be miserable tomorrow. 


I wanna sleep 4 ever. Do u ever wan 2 sleep 4 ervr? 


That’s certainly not reassuring. 


Stan 

Are you going to be okay on your own? 
idk ru 

I can call your mom. 

nonono pleas dont 

Then drink some water and go to bed. 


mmmmmkay 


Set your alarm, too. The last thing you’re going to want is your mom waking you up when 


you’re hungover. 


“I thought he stopped drinking,” Ike pipes up, ceasing the shuffling. Kyle looks over in time 
to see Ike is watching him. Kyle’s skin is rather warm, and he feels a little overheated in his 
jacket. Even so, he tugs the flaps tight across his torso, having left it unzipped. He considers 
zipping it up, but that feels a little baring. Kyle rubs the pads of his fingers under his eyes, 


trying to rejuvenate himself. 


“Apparently he’s relapsing,” Kyle says. He tries to hide his disappointment, but he doesn’t 
succeed. Ike frowns and turns away. Kyle returns to his phone, and after a few minutes of no 


response, he sends an extra text. 


Stan 
Did you drink any water yet? 
yes 


Have you set your alarm? 


I dont kno how. 


help 


Kyle takes a second, thinking. Quickly, he comes to a conclusion. With the conclusion, he 
stands, tugging his keys out of his backpack and giving a quick once-over of the mental 
checklist he likes to pack before he leaves the house. He has his phone, which is the main 
thing he hates leaving without, so everything seems okay. 


Stan 


Fine. I’m coming over. 


Ike pushes himself off of the step, hopping to his feet quickly. “Where are you going?” he 
asks. 


“Stan’s place,” Kyle says. “I want to make sure he’s okay.” 


Ike gives a nod. Kyle turns on his heel and pulls the door open, exiting swiftly. He makes 
sure to be careful on the patches of ice that coat the edges of the steps and the corners of the 
driveway. Fortunately, he manages not to slip. His phone buzzes. 


Stan 

wait really 

wait nnonononono I dont want you tosee me like this 

You should have fucking thought of that before you got drunk. 

You fucking idiot. You never learn, do you? 

Im sorry 

Don’t. Don’t even start. 

I’m coming over to make sure you don’t do something fucking stupid. That’s it. 
This doesn’t mean I forgive you, and it doesn’t mean anything between us is fixed or okay. 
Do you understand? 

yes 


Good. You’re lucky I know where you put the spare key. Otherwise you’d be dealing with a 


broken door. 
aw u care 


Barely. 


He's faking, he's faking, he's faking. 

In on it, they all are. 

See? You're getting the hang of it. 

They all are in on it. 

Everyone. Stan and Eric are partnered up. 
They've done it before, you remember that? 
With the dam? 

I broke the dam! I broke the dam! 

He broke the dam? 

We all broke the fucking dam. 


With that, Kyle pushes his phone into his pocket and begins on the very short journey to 
Stan’s house. Or, tries to— he stumbles when he runs into someone, shaken and confused 
from having not seen anyone in front of him. He glances down, and for a very long time he 
has no idea how to feel about the fact that Ike is staring up at him, eyes wide and grinning 
like he just did something cheeky. 


“Ike, Jesus Christ, what are you doing?” Kyle asks, placing a hand on Ike’s back to make sure 
he’s okay. Ike remains sturdy, even as he shifts side to side on a patch of ice in their 
driveway. Kyle gives a glance towards home, where the front door is shut. He didn’t lock it, 
but his intention never really was to lock it in the first place... which calls into question why 
he grabbed his keys. Suddenly perplexed by the logic his brain has come up with, Kyle 
retreats from Ike and steps up the porch to lock the door. 


“Kyle, what are you doing? You locked it already,” Ike calls. Kyle ignores him, pressing the 
key into the lock and turning it until click— it... turns. 


Kyle freezes. The outsides of his arms feel distinctly chilled, whether it be from a sudden 
wind or from the realization that Ike had been correct; he already locked it. He can’t help but 
wonder why such a thing is so confusing to him. Maybe it’s the fact that he definitely doesn’t 
remember locking the door. Trying to piece everything together, Kyle goes through what he 
remembers doing. 


Kyle stood up from the step. 


Kyle grabbed the keys. 

Kyle left. 

Kyle texted Stan. 

Kyle turned to walk away, but Ike was already... 


“Hey, wait a second,” Kyle blurts, more to himself than anything else. He spins around, 
giving Ike a firm glare. Ike’s expression reads that he knows what’s coming next. “Why the 
hell are you outside? Where do you think you ’re going?” 


After a quick pause, Ike lifts his arms in a strange side-shrug and says, “I’m coming with!” 


“You’re not coming with,” Kyle says. “Stan would be pissed if he knew I let you see him 
drunk.” 


“T’ve already seen him drunk,” Ike says. “He came over at four in the morning one time, but 
everyone was asleep, so I answered the door—” 


“Ike, you’re not supposed to answer the door without an adult!” And then, after doing some 
quick math, Kyle adds, “Especially when you were eight years old!” 


Ike blinks. “Why is that the thing you’re concerned with?” he asks. “I’m telling you about 
how Stan got shitfaced—” 


“Language.” 
“and came over in the dead of night and you’re freaked by the fact that I opened the door?” 


As much as Kyle hates to admit it, Ike definitely has a point. That doesn’t mean Kyle has to 
be happy about it, though. He huffs and turns around again to re-lock the door. Then, without 
further delay, he steps back down to the driveway and begins on his way to Stan’s house. He 
cuts through the lawn since it’s faster, and they’ve already wasted about five minutes too 
many. He doesn’t have the energy to fight with Ike, particularly about something so 
admittedly trivial. Besides, what if Kyle needs help? Kyle has managed a drunk Stan 
countless times, but that doesn’t mean either of them are impervious to the things that could 
go wrong. 


Although most of the grass is covered in snow, some blades still peak up from the cracks, 
breaking the dull gray of the night with patches of midnight black. When Kyle and Ike enter 
the strange, foreboding realm of the Marsh house, their motion-sensor porch lights flicker to 
life. Some moths float from one corner of the fascia to the other, peppering the lights and 
sticking like stains. With that thought, Kyle finds himself cold again. He rubs his arms, trying 
to ignore the fact that his brain has apparently taken a liking to hallucinating— and trying to 
ignore the fear that the moths might not be real, either. 


Kyle retrieves the spare key from inside of the Welcome wreath hung up next to the Marsh’s 
front door. It’s cold, borderline icy against his skin, and he feels concerned at the thought that 
the key might not work. Even so, he tries his luck. Fortunately, the key fits and the lock turns 


with only minor difficulties. After checking out the area to make sure Stan isn’t drunk off his 
ass and dancing on the coffee table (which has happened more times than even Kyle would 
like to admit) or vomiting on the staircase (only happened once, thankfully), Kyle ushers Ike 
inside of the foyer first to get him out of the cold. The wind is biting, and the last thing he 
wants is his brother to get sick. 


The house is dark. No lights are on— not even upstairs, from what Kyle can see— and the 
memory of the moths fluttering across his vision is enough to make his spine tingle. Slowly, 
Kyle steps in and shuts the door behind them. No sounds, for a very long time. It’s just the 
buzzing of Ike and himself breathing, along with the gentle pressure and ringing in his ears. 
He blinks through the dark as his eyes adjust, carefully taking off his shoes and setting them 
at the edge of the doormat. Ike follows suit in the action. 


Then, the sound of retching. 


Immediately, Kyle spurs into action. He shoos Ike towards the couch. Without question, Ike 
takes a seat. Kyle is thankful that Ike doesn’t complain about the dark, or complain about not 
being able to come with. There are more important things than that, and Ike is able to be 
frighteningly mature when he wants to be. Kyle takes the stairs two at a time as he moves, 
overly conscious of the sound of his own jacket in the stillness of the house. The retching has 
since silenced, but he still knows exactly where it had been coming from. He knocks twice 
before entering the upstairs bathroom, pushing the door open with his shoulder at the 
realization that it hadn’t been closed properly. 


Lights are on, and Kyle is almost too busy blinking his eyes into readjusting to light to see 
Stan hunched over the toilet with his fingers down his throat. In that moment, Kyle is stunned 
into stillness. His eyes, wide, examine everything that the image has to offer, however 
disgusting and horrific it is. When Stan pulls his fingers out of his mouth, he vomits, rather 
violently, into the bowl. Some of it is on his fingers, and the entire room reeks of booze and 
sweat and stomach acid. It’s only when Stan moves to do it again that Kyle snaps out of his 
fear. Kyle crosses the bathroom viciously and pulls Stan’s hand down to his side. Stan 
hiccups, spitting some excess saliva into the toilet bowl. 


“What the fuck are you doing?” Kyle hisses, crouching next to Stan. When Stan seems more 
or less recovered from the obvious nausea, Kyle flushes the toilet. Stan sniffs wetly, his face 
red and splotchy. His eyes are bloodshot and there’s a spot in the white of one of them where 
a blood vessel broke. Fucking idiot. How long has he been at this shit? Stan lifts a shaking 
hand and gropes for the toilet paper. Kyle retrieves some, wrapping it around his hand for full 
coverage. With his wrapped hand, Kyle wipes the saliva and vomit off of Stan’s mouth and 
chin. Stan’s strained eyes slip closed. His entire body is shaking, Kyle notices. Kyle bites the 
inside of his cheek to brave the maturity of it all. After a brief pause, Kyle drops the toilet 
paper into the trashcan, saying, “You’re just dehydrating yourself more, you fucking idiot, do 
you want to die?” 


Stan laughs a genuine, low-gutted laugh. He sniffs from where his nose is running, probably 
from the vomiting, and reaches up to rub the snot away with the back of his sweater sleeve. 
The poor thing has seen better days, it’s ratty and graying in places where it used to be 
lighter, shredded at the very tips of the sleeves and a portion of the hood from where Sparky 


used to use it as a chew toy. Kyle grabs Stan’s wrist before he can ruin the fabric with any 
bodily fluids; it’s a miracle that it’s dry and unscathed in those regards as it is. 


“Why are you doing that?” Kyle asks, a little more accusing than he means, but Stan doesn’t 
seem to notice. This big, dopey grin crosses Stan’s face, spreading his cracking lips as if he’s 
preparing for a disgusting school portrait. Soon, the red flush of his cheeks returns, and Stan 
starts to giggle. 


“I din’ do it,” Stan slurs, trying to weakly grope towards Kyle’s jacket. Kyle keeps his grip 
firm on Stan’s wrist, making sure he doesn’t get slimed with the quickly-drying vomit 
mixture on that hand. “I, ah... I din’...” 


“Okay,” Kyle says, interrupting when Stan seems like he might be about to hurl again. He 
pushes Stan’s face back towards the bowl. Stan’s body seems to react on instinct, latching 
onto the sides of the toilet for dear life with a white-knuckled grip, even though he’s not 
actively heaving. In the resting, Stan drops his forehead against the seat, which is... gross, 
but Kyle will deal with that later. For now, he needs a soapy washcloth. He pats Stan gently 
on the back as he scans the bathroom, pinpointing the small shelf of washcloths and the sink. 
He stands, careful in his movements, and retrieves a light blue one. He flicks on the tap and 
runs the cloth under the warm stream of water, lathering it thoroughly with soap until it’s 
good enough to do the job. He rinses the excess out, turns off the sink, and returns to a softly 
whimpering Stan. 


As Kyle begins washing off Stan’s hand, Stan tries to stumble through an explanation of 
some sort. “Sometimes I think I... like to— uh,” Stan mutters, head lolling on his shoulders 
as he lifts himself to sit up more. He wiggles his fingers as Kyle scrubs between them, 
apparently finding that extraordinarily hilarious. He belts out another slew of laughter, 
breathing in hiccups between bouts. “I— d’you get scared?” 


Kyle glances up at the wide, glistening eyes of his friend. The ice blue of them spears 
through his soul, or so it feels; Kyle turns his attention back down, trying to eliminate the 
way Stan is looking at him. Another wet sniff buckles in the air. 
Scared, scared, scared. 
He's convening. 
They're convening. 
All good things come in threes? 
Of course they do. 
He's in charge. 
He'll confess. 


Shut up, I don't care if he's in on it, okay? 


He's hurt. 


Let me help him, please. 


“T like drinking,” Stan says, the K sound popping low in the back of his throat, and sounding 
more like a hard G. With Stan’s right hand now clean, Kyle swaps to the other one, making 
sure to use the portion of the cloth that he didn’t just use for the first hand. “I like... I like it? 
But— but I also get— ah, I get really, reeeally scared, too.” 


Stan’s head flops forward, and his forehead hits Kyle’s left shoulder. He smells sharp, but it’s 
not just from vomit and sweat. It’s from tears, too; a foreign salt has made its home in Stan’s 
skin. The corners of Stan’s eyes are dry, but his cheeks are definitely holding faint tear stains. 
Kyle looks back up, away from where Stan is resting his head on Kyle’s shoulder. Stan makes 
a pitiful noise. 

“Like ih’s happenin’ all ovfer again!” Stan hiccups. “Like they’re wat’shing me swallow 
whiskey from that machine ‘til I black out all ovfer again!” 


Kyle has no fucking idea what Stan is talking about, but he doesn’t interrupt. 


“I always feel wat’shed,” Stan says. “I always feel wat’shed, when I drink, and I don’ feel 
safe, but— but, and then, and then I keep on drinking and I feel happy, though.” 


Kyle finishes with Stan’s hands and folds the washcloth, finding the opposite side clean. He 
lifts Stan’s head up with his free hand and uses the clean side of the washcloth to wipe 
everything off of Stan’s face— snot, saliva, vomit, whatever he hadn’t caught with the toilet 
paper earlier. As soon as Kyle finishes with that, Stan lurches. For a second, Kyle is afraid 
that Stan’s about to puke all over Kyle’s lap, but that doesn’t happen. Instead, Stan latches 
onto Kyle’s jacket, burying his face into Kyle’s chest. The dam has broken; Stan sobs, and he 
sobs hard. Kyle drops the washcloth on the floor. 


“Kyle,” Stan says, “Kyle, Kyle...” 


Stan whimpers and whines, loud shaking cries coming from his throat. Kyle wraps his arms 
around Stan, not thinking— he just acts on instinct, and instinct tells him to comfort. He lifts 
Stan up a little more so they’re hugging properly. It’s a little uncomfortable with Stan’s chin 
digging so sharply into Kyle’s shoulder, but Kyle doesn’t care. He just trails his fingers 
through Stan’s slightly-greasy hair and closes his eyes and rocks in a gentle, soothing 
movement as Stan collapses against him. He wonders if Stan is comfortable sitting like that 
on the side of his thigh, with his knees to one side, but Stan doesn’t really seem to care much. 
So Kyle keeps up the gentle soothing. 


“I’m sorry,” Stan cries. “God, I’m sorry, I’m f’ckin’ useless, I’m f’ckin’ useless, I’m f’ckin’ 
useless, IL” 


“Shh, you’re not useless, you’re not useless,” Kyle whispers, rubbing his palm over the 
shaking surface of Stan’s back. He massages gently between Stan’s shoulder blades, 
smoothing the fabric of Stan’s sweater. “Why did you make yourself throw up, Stan? Why 
were you making yourself throw up?” 


Stan sobs harder. “I din’ do it,” he says. “I din’ drink, I din’ do it, see? I brought it all back up 
again, it doesn’t count, it doesn’t count, Kyle, tell me it doesn t count...” 


“Okay,” Kyle says. “Okay, it doesn’t count, it doesn’t count, it’s okay, you’re okay.” 


It tapers off slowly. First the sobbing, then the whining, then the whimpering. Eventually, it’s 
only Stan heaving through the thickness in his lungs, his face tear-stained and soaked. His 
grip has loosened, too. Although Kyle doesn’t want to let him go, he knows he has to in order 
to move on to the next step in taking care of Stan. He gingerly moves to his knees, taking 
Stan with him until they’re both standing. Kyle drapes one of Stan’s arms over his shoulders 
to keep him upright, then puts down the toilet lid. He sits Stan down on the toilet and gently 
starts to pull Stan’s sweater off. He unzips it and tugs it down Stan’s arms, revealing the old, 
worn, plain white shirt underneath. Kyle moves to remove that, too, but Stan flinches, 
pushing Kyle’s hands away. Kyle allows Stan to stop him. 


“What’s wrong?” he asks. Stan shakes his head. 


“Can’t,” Stan mumbles. He sniffs, frowning, and gets surprisingly teary-eyed when he says, 
“T got whiskey dick.” 


Against better judgment, Kyle laughs. That gets Stan going again, whimpering with wide, 
tearful eyes. Kyle feels bad immediately and does his best to remedy the situation. “I’m sorry, 
aw, I’m sorry, don’t look at me like that,” he says, brushing some of Stan’s hair out of his 
face. In that moment, he feels a bit like he’s talking to a child. “We’re not having sex, Stan, 
I’m just trying to get you into the shower.” 


“Oh,” Stan says. He lets go of where he’d been pushing Kyle away, allowing his hands to fall 
to his lap. Kyle gives Stan a look of thanks and returns to lifting Stan’s shirt up over his head. 
Stan helps, lifting his arms when necessary to get the clothing item off. When Kyle kneels to 
take Stan’s socks off, Stan bluntly says, “You said you wan’ned to fuck me.” 


Kyle goes very still. He bites at his lip, trying to ignore the thoughts and memories of that 
day. It’d been a fucked up day, in many respects. Essentially coming out with his crush on 
Stan in a very uncouth manner, then being blatantly rejected and told he didn’t matter, and 
then going to see his mother, and then... the first time he... 


Swallowing, Kyle drops Stan’s socks on the floor and stands. 


“Can you get your pants off on your own, or do you want help?” Kyle asks. Stan waves it off 
as if that’s the stupidest question in the universe, proceeding to struggle with the fly of his 
jeans. Kyle gives him a minute or so to fumble before asking, “Do you want help?” 


“No,” Stan pouts. More fumbling. 
“Do you need help?” 
“*’..n0oo.” 


“Stan.” 


“T goddit, Kyle.” 

Three. 

Two. 

One... 

“I—JI don’ goddit, Kyle.” 
There it is. 


Kyle pushes Stan’s hands out of the way and makes quick work of Stan’s fly. He helps Stan 
up and tasks Stan with keeping his boxers up while Kyle tugs his pants down. Once past his 
knees, Stan sits back down and Kyle pulls them off of his legs. 


“Do you want to keep your underwear on?” Kyle asks. Stan nods, and Kyle is immediately 
relieved of the tiny amount of stress that had built up in his shoulders. Kyle instructs Stan to 
stay where he is and ducks into the shower, quickly turning the water on and adjusting the 
temperature. When it’s warm enough to be comfortable, he opens the shower door and helps 
Stan inside. 


It’s messy work, and soap gets into Stan’s eyes in the process, but they eventually manage to 
get the smell of puke and sweat out of Stan’s skin. When Stan is fully cleaned— or, mostly 
cleaned, at least (Stan abruptly sobered up a bit and got really pissy when Kyle tried to wash 
his hair)— Kyle helps Stan out and wraps him up in the towel that had been hanging on the 
rack. Kyle fills a Dixie cup with water and hands it to Stan, who rinses his mouth with the 
water in tired swishes. He spits it into the sink and then coordinates himself enough to brush 
his teeth fairly thoroughly. All the while, Kyle picks up the articles of clothing from the floor 
and tosses them into the hamper. Stan snags his sweatshirt back and tries to throw it on while 
holding the towel up, which doesn’t work. Kyle tries to help, but Stan glares at him. 


This is the type of treatment Kyle expects. Anger. Resentment, maybe— pure hatred, at 
worst, or... maybe at best. This is what Kyle gets for snapping over the phone, for yelling 
about the weed that he isn’t even mad for having, for calling Stan pathetic in the mess of it 
all, like he really needed that. But it's all for the bigger picture. 


Kyle leads the way to Stan’s bedroom. As Kyle finds Stan a new pair of underwear and fresh 
set of clothes for bed— which look remarkably like the set from just thirty minutes earlier, 
considering Stan’s entire wardrobe is basically the same outfit over and over again at this 
point—, he finds himself stuck in a loop of silence. He doesn’t know if Stan tries to talk to 
him, and he doesn’t know if that bothers him or not. Stan crawls into bed and Kyle watches 
from afar, trying not to feel much, not that he’d have much to feel anyway. 


When Stan starts to fumble with his alarm, Kyle crosses the room and retrieves it. He sets it 
up for Stan, who acknowledges him with a tired slur of “gesundheit” that Kyle thinks is 
supposed to mean "thank you". 


“Do you want the covers?” Kyle asks. 


“No,” Stan says, and Kyle leaves that there. He sits next to Stan in bed, just taking a moment 
to breathe. He’ll probably have to check the bathroom later to make sure Stan didn’t leave 
any drips anywhere, but that can wait. For now, he has to make sure Stan sleeps... and gets 
water, shit. Kyle makes to stand, but Stan catches his wrist with surprising strength and says, 
“Don’t leave.” 


Kyle doesn’t. He calls for Ike, loud, and Ike comes barreling up the steps with zero grace and 
tumbles into the room head-first. As soon as he’s inside, he stands at attention and grins, then 
proceeds to salute the two of them like a soldier. 


“Aye-aye, cap’n!” says Ike. Kyle rolls his eyes. 


“Could you go grab Stan a glass of water? No ice,” Kyle says. Ike nods, spins on his heel in a 
bastardized version of about-face, and runs back down the steps to retrieve the water. In the 
stillness, Kyle flicks on Stan’s bedside lamp and turns, adjusting the pillows beneath Stan’s 
head. 


“Wendy...” Stan mutters. Kyle is silent, respectful of whatever he’s about to say, even if it 
will hurt to hear. Stan would probably rather have Wendy here, isn’t that right? Should Kyle 
call her? Probably not, right? Stan would be so embarrassed. The last thing anyone wants is 
for Stan to throw up again, too. Stan closes his eyes and curls up, pulling on Kyle’s arm. “I 
broke up with Wendy.” 


Kyle stills. Stan resumes the tugging, eventually rolling over onto his other side. Kyle has to 
follow, and ends up curling up in bed next to Stan just to make sure he doesn’t get his arm 
torn off. Stan seems to like that, letting go and turning back around to stare at Kyle. In the 
offending light of the lamp, however mild, Stan squints. He smells minty and clean, now, 
though there’s a definite undertone that probably won’t leave until the sweater gets a heavy- 
duty washing. It always kind of smells of Stan, now. He wears it so often it’s basically a part 
of him... “Why?” Kyle asks. 


Stan’s eyes look more green in the dark. They’re not green at all, though. They’re blue. 
They’ve always been blue; this pretty, pristine color, like the sky on a clouded December 
morning or the shallow parts of white-sand beaches. When they fill with tears, or glaze over 
with memory, they look like frosted porcelain. The red surrounding Stan’s eyes has lightened 
in places and darkened in others; the tiny subconjunctival hemorrhage looks the same. “I 
broke up with her, and she said I’m gay,” Stan says. “And... I think she's maybe kinda sorta 
right.” 


Something painful happens in Kyle’s stomach. It feels similar to when he’d been recovering 
from vomiting earlier in the afternoon, except it’s... different. He can’t describe it. It just 
feels raw, and almost tinny. His heart fills with hope but his head hurts because he knows that 
he can’t do anything. Even being here is a severe risk— texting Stan back will be very bad 
when Eric finds out about it. If he doesn't know already, and if they aren't actually... in on it 
together. That idea is frightening. It triggers something. That pain in his stomach turns to a 
sinking in his chest, frightening in its depth. Kyle wants to pull away and run, but he can’t. 
He doesn’t. He grabs Stan’s hand and says nothing. 


Ike returns with the water. Kyle sits up and instructs Stan to follow. Kyle tells him to drink, 
and Stan does. He sips carefully, and when he gives the glass back to Kyle, Kyle sets it down 
on Stan’s bedside table. Stan lays back down and almost immediately conks out, his breath 
steadying. As he slips into deeper sleep, Kyle bends down and places a kiss on Stan’s 
forehead. Gentle. 


A goodbye. Hopefully not a permanent one. 


Kyle quietly opens Stan’s closet, retrieves the mostly-empty bottle of whiskey, and... he 
makes a decision. 


“Ike,” Kyle whispers. Ike approaches. Kyle gives Ike the keys to their house and says, “I 
need you to run home quick, okay? There’s a bag in my room, it has a pill bottle in it with 
Stan’s name on it.” 


“Oh,” Ike says. In that moment, Ike unzips his jacket and removes a tightly-folded-up plastic 
bag from the waistband of his pants. Handing it over, Ike asks, ““You mean this thing?” 


Speechless, Kyle stares at it. After a solid minute of nothing, he takes it and asks, “What the 
hell, Ike?” 


“Why’d you think I wanted to come?” Ike says. “I found it when you told me to grab your 
kit, and I wanted to leave that here so you wouldn’t try getting high.” 


“You shoved it in your pants?” Kyle hisses. Ike just shrugs. Exasperated, Kyle wraps the bag 
tightly in Stan’s old Toolshed outfit (a really weird place to hide a fucking secret stash of 
whiskey, if you ask Kyle), and goes the extra mile of leaving a note with it, scribbled on a 
spare sticky note he found on Stan’s desk. 


Kyle re-wraps the stupid outfit and places it back where he found it in the closet. He double- 
checks to make sure everything is as Stan left it. Before leaving the room, he gives Stan a 
quick once-over to make sure he’s okay. He looks unscathed; clean, with damp hair, and no 
longer smelling totally gross. Kyle leaves the room with Ike, double-checks the bathroom, 
too, and then heads downstairs with his little brother in tow. They slip on their shoes and turn 
off the lights as they go. Just before exiting the front door, Kyle feels a certain pang of panic. 
He doesn’t want to leave Stan alone, he really doesn’t, but he can’t stay. He’s playing with his 
mother’s life, here, and Stan is sleeping. He’ll be okay. 


Kyle and Ike step back out into the frigid winter evening. It must be nearing eight at this 
point, though neither checks the time. Moths dart this way and that, and one lands on Ike’s 
shoulder. Kyle brushes it off and tugs Ike back home quickly. He doesn’t want to linger 
outside, especially since Eric could be watching from anywhere. Kyle doesn’t relax until Ike 
and himself are back inside, with little more than cold noses and red cheeks to show for their 
absence. Dad still isn’t home, but neither of them have expected him to come home in a 
timely manner. Sometimes Dad doesn’t even call. He’s just... 


Not there. 


Kicking off his shoes, Kyle loses himself. He thinks about the stain beneath the kitchen table 
and he ponders the permanence of the moths outside Stan’s house. He catches a glimpse of 
the memory where he saw scars on Stan’s thighs and wonders if maybe he put them there and 
maybe he caused it. 


Not just it, though— Stan’s relapse, too. The fact that Stan is now drunk for the first time in 
four years, on the same day that Kyle yelled at him over the phone, is certainly no 
coincidence. And in the quiet, in the silence, as he stares at the wall and shrugs off his jacket 
and hangs it up and breathes and breathes and breathes, Kyle discovers that he feels a certain 
disintegration. 


And he feels. He feels, he feels, he feels... 
And he shatters. 

Oh, god. 

Stan wasn't in on it. 

Stan wasn't fucking in on it, was he? 


A strangled noise escapes his throat, which embarrasses him. He claps a hand over his mouth 
and shudders. Tears trickle down his cheeks and drip from his chin. He grabs the banister of 
the stairs, then lets himself drop to the floor, latching onto the wall with inefficient claws. 
Kyle turns so his back rests against the wall, squeezing his eyes shut to ignore the rest of the 
world. He wants to hide, but he can’t. He needs an open space to sob into. 


Ike says nothing. He just sits next to Kyle and curls into his side, hugging him from there. 


Kyle cries. 
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Spitting in Their Faces 


Chapter Summary 


I saw your face, I know you. 


Chapter Notes 
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and SYSBFK Chapter 24: Palm Reading 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Fatass 


Today 4:14 AM 
New task!! No food today ;)) 


Excuse me? Are you trying to kill me? 


thats a very good question kyle but I have to return it your way.... Are YOU trying 2 kill 
you? 


What the hell is that supposed to mean? 

we both know what it means. Don’t play stupid + don’t pretend like u don’t like it. Like ur 
not relieved by it. What is it to you? Is the relief because you have an excuse? If someone 
asks, if someone finds out abt me (which they WONT if u know what’s good for u), then u 
can blame me, hmmmmm? 


What are you talking about? 


oh, please. Didn’t I tell u not to play stupid?? Lol u kno ur bad at hiding this. Or maybe im 
just very good at spotting it since I’m not blind and brainwashed by your kind. 


Stop being cryptic. 


I always wondered, btw, whats it feel like to stick ur fingers down ur throat? Does it hurt? 
What type of puker are you, kyle? Do u cry? Does ur nose run, do u flush? 


no response, huh? Scared be I caught u puke-handed? 


you know thats disgusting, rite? Tho I Admit it’s ironic. Funny, haha, lol. The jew overeating 
just to purge it. Is it in ur genetic code, I wonder?? R u overcompensating for ur ancestors? 
Do u have generational PTSD?? 


You call ME insensitive and offensive, yet YOU’RE the one spitting in the faces of those 
ancestors by doing that little binge/purge number of yours. You Know that? 


I’m not bulimic. 

oh of COURSE you’re noooot. Why, kyle, ur just ungrateful. 

ru trying 2 b thin & beautiful 4 me, kyle? Do u kno what’s coming? 
fine, don’t reply to me. Just starve to death like the good jew you are. 


we’re lucky there isnt a gas chamber nearby... goodness knows what u would do with that, 
eh? 


;) 


Clawing himself out of bed that morning is full of reluctance. There’s moss inside of his skull 
and a dull feeling of naked joints throughout the rest of his body. His throat burns with every 
swallow and his eyes threaten to close, even though he’s kept them open since Eric woke him 
up three hours ago with that stupid text conversation. Barely managing to avoid choking on 
his own saliva, Kyle grabs the edge of his mattress and pushes himself up using the strength 
of his arms. He doesn’t know why he’s so tired, but he blames it on the stress, and he blames 
it on the lack of sleep. He crosses the hall and enters the bathroom, where he observes his 
reflection in the mirror. 


The dark circles under his eyes look more and more like bruises every day. He rubs the pads 
of his fingers over the gentle swelling, the startling contrast of deep purple and fading yellow, 
if you look close enough. His lips are chapped, and there’s a portion of the inside of his top 
lip that has become tender. He wonders if he has started to chew that section of his mouth, 
but he doesn’t remember having taken up the habit with that particular area, and he quickly 
dismisses it as unimportant. He thinks he should shower, but he doesn’t have the mental 
fortitude to do that so early in the morning. Instead, he splashes his face with cold water, 
brushes his teeth, strips to his briefs and steps onto the scale. 


130.4 pounds. 


He has managed to lose just under five pounds. The information gives him a light soaring 
feeling, something pleasant. He steps off the scale, but when the number disappears, so does 
the feeling. He wants to feel the little high again, the little affirmation that he’s doing well at 


something that no one else has any control over (Eric doesn t have any control, he doesn t, he 
may think he does, but he doesn ït). In a desperate attempt at something he can’t quite explain, 
he steps back onto the scale and watches for the number. Again, it reads the same: 130.4. For 
a second, he doesn’t know what to do. His goal was to lose five pounds, wasn’t it? He 
remembers laying on his bedroom floor and coming up with the goal to lose five pounds... 
and now that he thinks about it, he can remember deciding that 120 was a better number. 


Kyle steps onto the scale for a third time, as if his weight will have somehow changed in the 
thirty seconds he hasn’t been on the scale. It’s still the same. The happiness is replaced with a 
darker, morose feeling of weight. He’s reminded that he’s still technically point four pounds 
heavier than he would like to be before moving on, and that’s enough to make him feel irate 
and resentful. He kicks the scale gently under the sink, gets dressed in a new outfit, and 
ignores the urge to collapse down the stairs. He takes them slowly, one step at a time until 
he’s on the first floor and then he turns and he’s in the kitchen, staring at Ike as he struggles 
with the sizzling eggs he’s scrambling in the skillet. Such an image is disturbing to Kyle, and 
he quickly crosses to take over. 


“Hey, careful,” Kyle says, nudging his brother out of the way. He takes the spatula away from 
Ike and grabs the hot pad Ike had been using on the handle of the pan. He fears it. The sight 
of it, the smell of it— though the sight makes more sense in the grand scheme of things. He 
wonders if he would still be afraid of it if he didn’t know what it looked like, if he didn’t 
know how much space it took up, if he didn’t understand the mass it held. But the very thing 
that ruins his appetite, holds the very thing that enforces his fear; both things are gripped in 
very similar claws, with the only difference being that one is in the right hand and the other is 
in the left. Kyle blinks away the distance and shifts his weight from one side to the other, 
carefully stirring the cooking eggs with the spatula. The food hisses and spits; angry. 


“T was cooking,” Ike says. 


“T know, I’m not blind,” Kyle says. He huffs, taking the eggs off the heat once they’re done 
and leaving them to cool for a minute. He retrieves a plate for Ike. “Do you want toast? I can 
make you some if you want.” 


For a second, Ike is silent, but he eventually responds with an affirmative and takes his usual 
spot at the dining table. Kyle retrieves the loaf of bread from the cabinet and, after asking Ike 
if he wants one slice or two, places one slice of bread into the toaster. He pushes the lever 
down and puts away the bread. When the toast is done, he plates that with a serving of eggs 
and sets the plate down in front of Ike, who prods at the meal with a fork for a couple of 
seconds before asking, “Aren’t you going to have anything?” 


Kyle mimes checking the time and says, “I think I’Il have something quick at school, we’re 
running a little later than normal.” 


“We got half an hour,” Ike says, munching on a bite of toast. 
“Half an hour to get to school, not half an hour to relax before leaving.” 


“Whatever.” Ike continues to eat, quickly and efficiently packing away his breakfast. Kyle 
feels disgusted, being in the same room as someone who is eating. That makes him 


experience guilt, which renders him frozen in the thoughts of seeing Stan so broken last 
night. He swallows, remembering the way Stan looked— hunched over the toilet with his 
fingers down his throat... Kyle reassures himself that not eating is the better way to do this, 
anyway. He hadn’t realized how atrocious it looked from an outside perspective, and with 
such an image in his head, it’s... harder. To explain, to understand. It’s just harder. 


Kyle paces. He absconds to the living room, and he paces. Back and forth, back and forth, 
rubbing his hands together and contemplating the things in his head that he can’t make 
enough sense of to put words to and he’s suddenly in short supply of energy. He sighs, 
allowing his eyes to momentarily close, but he doesn’t allow himself to sit down. He would 
rather keep standing. Standing is healthier. Pacing keeps him awake, and it keeps the blood 
flowing, and it burns calories thus shedding weight quicker and he’s fine. 


Ike finishes breakfast a few minutes later, entering the living room with his backpack over his 
shoulder and his uniform a bit more ruffled than usual. Kyle takes the time to brush out the 
wrinkles and straighten out the jacket before kicking on his shoes, retrieving his backpack, 
and exiting the house. In a last minute decision, Kyle grabs Ike’s hand firmly in his own and 
holds it, tight. Just to make sure. Just to keep things safe, and contained. Left with only one 
free hand, he messes with his keys, which jingle as he struggles with them, suddenly finding 
coordination to be more difficult than normal. “Kyle, are you okay?” Ike asks when Kyle 
almost drops them. Kyle only gives a gentle nod and shoves the keys into the lock, turning 
and clicking it closed. He pockets his keys and proceeds to the driveway and on their way 
down the sidewalk— 


“Kyle ! 29 


That voice is unmistakable. Kyle stops right where he is out of instinct. When he lifts his 
head to look at Stan’s driveway— as if wondering if it’s really true— he realizes just what 
he’s supposed to be doing. Avoiding. The memory hurts him more than the process, and he 
scowls against the outdoor weather. Images, more of them— Stan sobbing into his shoulder, 
Stan laughing about something incomprehensible, Stan with his fingers down his throat... 
Stan comes to an abrupt halt a few feet away from them. “Kyle, hey—” 


Before he can have the chance to say anything else, Kyle grips Ike’s hand tighter and tugs 
him forward. Ike stumbles, and for a second he feels bad, but that feeling passes in a rolling 
tumble of balling up emotions and attempting to be apathetic and unfeeling and angry. Kyle 
feels his entire body tense when he realizes that Stan is following after them, his gait slightly 
uncoordinated. He’s hungover, no doubt, and the ice probably isn’t helping his balance any. 
Kyle feels sick to his stomach. 


“Don’t ignore me,” Stan calls, a few feet behind them. “C’mon, man, please, I know I messed 
up, I’ve said I’m sorry, and I— I can make it up to you, I can—” 


“Stop following me,” Kyle says, trying to be firm. He can’t risk it. Why can’t Stan just mind 
his own business for a while until Kyle can sort everything out? Stan’s pace stutters, Kyle 
hears it, but Kyle doesn’t care. He keeps pulling Ike along. 


The footsteps return in vigor. “Please, I’m begging you— Kyle.” 


“Stop following me,” Kyle repeats, significantly more insistent. “Leave me alone, I don’t 
want to talk to you!” 


“But you haven’t let me explain,” Stan says, sounding frantic. “At least let me explain—” 


“No!” Kyle lets go of Ike’s hand and whirls around, almost slipping on the ice. He manages 
to keep himself sturdy, even though his knees feel like they’re about to buckle. Stan takes a 
moment’s pause, swallowing and examining something about Kyle’s appearance. In that 
moment, Kyle knows that Stan sees every single flaw that Kyle has to hide. 


“Are you... okay?” Stan asks. 


Kyle pretends he’s talking to Eric. He phases Stan out of the equation and reacts like he’s 
facing the aggressor, the one who makes his life a living hell, the one who pointed out to no 
technical fault just how atrocious Kyle’s recent behaviors have been... and to think Kyle ever 
thought he actually deserved food. His body can’t even process properly, how wasn’t that 
sign enough that he shouldn’t exist? “No!” he shouts at the phantom Eric. “No, I am not 
okay! Do I look okay to you? Huh? Do I?” 


Kyle gestures widely to himself, almost stumbling at the action, suddenly a little dizzy. 


“Do you understand just how much pain I’m in?” Where am I? Oh, right. “How much pain 
you ve caused?” 


Stan glances around. 


“I just want you to leave me alone—” Eric “—Stan!” There is something that begins to settle, 
somewhere deep in Kyle’s chest. Everything rushes in on him in a strange swirl of incoming 
motion. He stares at himself in the mirror, for a split second, little flashes and feelings of 
physical representation. “Is that really too much to ask?” 


“Why are you antagonizing me so much?” Stan snaps back. Kyle feels the tension rise; this is 
what he needs, but it’s the exact opposite of what he wants. “It was just a little weed—” 


“Shut up!” Kyle says, unable to stop himself. When he looks at Stan, when he sees those 
eyes, all he can think of is the way they bore into his soul as they sat on Stan’s bathroom 
floor, or the way they filled with perplexed tears as he recalled some strange, false alcohol- 
induced memory Kyle didn’t understand. And when he thinks of such things, when he 
remembers the way Stan shook, when he smells the phantom odor of vomit and sweat and the 
sticky salt of tears, Kyle’s instincts to protect try to kick in and he— he— Kyle blinks 
sharply, ignoring the urge to collapse. “Just— just shut up.” 


Kyle turns and takes Ike’s hand, storming off quickly towards the bus stop. Stan follows them 
a few more feet— Kyle hears the footsteps. As Kyle and Ike get closer to the bus stop, 
however, those footsteps fade, until they fall away into silence. With the silence comes a 
strange, fearful calm. A paradox within itself... he revels in it. He collides through the mists 
of fog and freezing condensation, caught in the netting of the atmosphere around them. 
Walking has never before felt more freeing, and as he comes to a stop just next to the small 
sign signaling the presence of the stop, Kyle halts. 


He doesn’t think. He just crouches and brings Ike in for a hug. Without hesitation, Ike hugs 
back, resting his cheek on Kyle’s shoulder. Kyle feels his fingers clench in the fabric that 
stretches as a canvas across Ike’s back, the fluff of the winter coat covering the neat and tidy 
primness of Ike’s uniform. Ike returns the same sentiment, digging his nails into the fabric of 
Kyle’s coat. Ike nuzzles his face into Kyle’s shoulder. Beyond Ike’s shoulder, Kyle stares out 
at the road and thinks about the ease of the snow. He contemplates the dangers of tires 
finding black ice. He squeezes Ike closer to himself, gently sifting his fingers through the hair 
on the back of Ike’s head. He wants to turn away, wants to lift Ike up into his arms and keep 
running until they reach the other bus stop, the one that leaves for Denver at eight thirty. He 
thinks about packing up the bare minimum of his and Ike’s things, and he thinks about 
getting the hell out of Dodge. Starting over, someplace where Mom isn’t dying and Dad isn’t 
missing and Eric isn’t breathing over Kyle’s shoulder, someplace where— 


Ike pats Kyle on the back, soft. 


Kyle takes the hint and lets go. He gives Ike a faint smile, one that is almost impossible to 
perfect in the mixture of different factors. The cold, the hurt, the way the day seems to keep 
going at a thousand times the normal pace... Kyle bites the flesh of his tongue, digging in, 
ignoring the way it hurts and enjoying the way it feels. He brushes Ike’s shoulders off, 
ridding them of the lint and stray snowflakes. Kyle wants to say so many things that he finds 
himself speechless. 


The bus rolls up and comes to a stop in front of them. The door opens, and Kyle pats Ike once 
on the back. Ike looks up at him, eyes wide, and Kyle feels like a perpetrator. He feels like 
he’s yelling at Stan all over again. A second later, though, those eyes are gone. Ike faces the 
bus and hops up the slush-slick steps, using the rail as an aid to keep himself upright. He 
disappears into the depths of the bus. The doors close. 


“Goodbye,” Kyle says, though he knows Ike didn’t hear or see him. He waits, stares through 
the windows until he swears he sees Ike’s cold-flushed face through the sun-darkened 
windows of the bus, and when they make eye contact, Kyle mouths, “I love you.” 


Kyle doesn’t know if Ike sees, or realizes, or whatever. But the bus drives off before he can 
contemplate it too much. Even though it’s gone, Kyle still says more things to Ike in his 
mind. He hopes that he can think true the sentiment of Goodbye, I love you, see you later, be 
safe until it sounds like a strange mantra or age-old saying. Goodbye, I love you, see you 
later, be safe. Goodbye, I love you, see you later, be safe. Goodbye, I love you, see you later, 
be safe. Goodbye, I... 


Subconsciously, Kyle looks down the sidewalk, gazing back where he had come from. To his 
surprise— or maybe it isn’t a surprise, at this point— Stan is still there. He’s observing from 
a distance, staring with the most hurt, introspective expression Kyle may ever see. Coming 
from him, at least. It’s a relief. A flicker of hope. A small, faint, little flicker of hope, a single 
drop of water in the desert, an oasis— he prays it. 


But it can’t be real. 


Kyle turns his back on Stan and walks away. 


Halfway through fourth period, Kyle’s stomach is eating itself and he has to dismiss himself 
as casually as possible to the bathroom in the middle of the lecture. He is slow in his walk, 
and calm on the outside, but inside he’s anything other than calm. There’s a mist of cotton, a 
veil inside of his head, draped over the corners of his eyes and blurring the world around him 
until he is certain that there’s nothing that really exists anymore. He gets a quick drink of 
water from the drinking fountain, but that’s a mistake. He darts into the boy’s bathroom and 
shoves into one of the empty stalls, kneeling in front of the toilet just in time for the water to 
try and come back up again. Fortunately, he manages to keep it down, but the cold of it settles 
like a rock in his stomach. He sits there for the remainder of the period because he doesn’t 
trust himself to move without vomiting. 


Once the bell rings, though, he has a severely limited amount of time before people flood in 
to take a piss before lunch. Kyle climbs to his feet, using the walls of the stall to aid him in 
standing, and flushes the toilet just so it sounds like he actually did something. He finds 
himself reliving thoughts from the very first time he ever pushed his fingers down his throat 
and failed. He relives a vague, blossoming tendril of the guilt he now feels in more rough, 
throbbing cracks through his entire body. It heats him like embarrassment, leaves him empty 
with hatred. He entertains the thought of going through the lunch line and eating something 
(the idea is so tempting; his mouth waters), but the nausea comes back like a reminder of why 
he’s doing this in the first place and instead he drowns in the thoughts of shouldn t have 
eaten, trying to compensate, should have said no should have just slept should have run 
shouldnt have risked it should have been safer be safe be safe... 


Kyle washes his hands free of the nothing that’s on them. Soap helps him feel cleaner, though 
the backs of his hands are dry and the scab on the final knuckle of his index finger has 
cracked open and started to bleed. It stings under the water and the soap flicks the stinging up 
to high heat. He bites back the urge to wince just as a group of boys wanders in, pushing each 
other into walls and snorting about how Missus Pryce has huge knockers. Disgusted, Kyle 
flicks the excess water into the sink basin and retrieves a paper towel. He exits the bathroom, 
retrieves his backpack from his fourth period classroom (which is empty, thankfully), and 
begins on his way to the cafeteria. It’s the last place he wants to be, but the school recently 
enacted a rule that no students are allowed to “eat” (whether they’re actually eating or not) 
outside of the lunchroom. It’s a stupid rule, but Kyle refuses to bring attention to himself by 
disobeying it. He contemplates sitting with Kenny and Butters, but quickly decides against it 
at the thought of having to ignore Stan. Kyle finds an empty table at the opposite end of the 
cafeteria and sets up shop there. 


It’s kind of nice to sit alone. He doesn’t have to worry about anyone bothering him for not 
eating, and he doesn’t have to pretend to be okay when he isn’t. He can just exist, really, and 
that’s exactly what he needs. For a very long time, he does absolutely nothing. He just stares, 
examining the contrasts of the lunchroom and feeling very tranquil within it all. A buzzing 
begins somewhere in his heart, though, and he quickly realizes he needs to be active. In a 
very minimal way, at least. His hands ache to do something. He tugs a notebook and pencil 
out of his backpack and begins to write. In the free time he has had before bed, and in the 
early hours after waking, he has been able to concoct a more complete idea of the psalm he’s 
been doing his best to memorize. He jots it down, more acute with the concept of it. 


And when he’s done, he writes it again. 
And again. 


His stomach, hurting and reminding him of the sharpness hunger can hold, tries to squeeze at 
his lungs. His throat closes and he feels like he’s swallowing down more than just saliva, but 
that’s just the thickness of his dry throat. The least he could have done was pack himself a 
bottle of water from home. He won’t try the school water again. For all Kyle knows, Eric has 
poisoned it. Because that’s why he almost couldn’t keep it down. That loss of control— or 
near loss of control— was the doing of Eric. Not Kyle. Kyle is fine. 


Kyle’s eyes swap focus like a damaged camera, blurring in the places he’s trying to look and 
sharpening in the places he’s not too concerned about. He sees the bustling of people. Such 
an observation is sudden. It’s like he woke up in the middle of a bees nest or an anthill. 
Groups scurry and jab at each other. Overwhelmed with the realization of his loneliness, Kyle 
averts his gaze from the lunchroom to instead stare at the paper of his notebook. The lines, 
sizzling in his dim gaze, twitch in some places. He shakes his head and blinks. Is this where 
he is? Is this his life? At this point, it’d just be better if Kyle wasn’t here anymore. 


Right? 
Isn’t it funny? 


It gets hard to breathe. He presses his lips together just so he can feel them, which is a strange 
thing to ponder. There’s a mild tingling, a strange zipping that tenses the muscles of the hand 
holding the pencil. He rolls his wrist, unintentionally drawing a sloppy semicircle across the 
comer of the page. His paper is covered in little dots. When did that happen? Fuck, what time 
is it? He has to... sleep, that’s what he has to do. His eyes want to close and his lungs are 
squeezing like he ran a mile. 


Abruptly, Kyle can taste blood. It’s faint, prickling his tongue with the severity of a mild 
needle-tip of iron, but he tastes it nonetheless. He trails his tongue over his teeth, trying to 
find the source, but he can’t find it. He just tastes the faint ghost of it. 


Someone touches him. There’s a hand rubbing his back, right between his shoulder blades— 
or... over them, near them. His spine twitches in reaction, and be blinks himself back to his 
body. He looks over to the left, where the person touching him hovers, leaning over and down 
with their face level with Kyle’s. The room is bright, Kyle knows that, but his eyes only 
register dark and dizzy and sleep, he... he needs sleep, he should sleep. Who’s touching him? 
Dark hair. Ike? Kyle wants to squint, but he doesn’t have the brainpower. It must be Ike. Ike 
is smiling. 


“Hey,” Ike says, voice quiet. That doesn’t sound like Ike. All at once, a face registers. He 
knows it. He knows who this is, he knows who it is he knows but he can’t pinpoint the name. 
Dark hair. Blue eyes. J saw your face, I know you. The person rubs circles into Kyle’s back. 
It’s nice and slow, something grounding. “How are you feeling?” 


Kyle opens his mouth, intending to reply, but he can’t. There’s something stuck inside of his 
mouth, catching his voice off until he loses it forever. He’s just this shell, confused and 


feeling sick like he’s underwater. He doesn’t know where he is. He looks around in an 
attempt at reorienting, but there’s so much sound and noise everywhere that he genuinely 
can’t figure out the scenery. 


“Hey, Kyle, look at me,” the person says. Kyle does. Finally, he gains the energy to squint. 
But just a few seconds is more than enough energy to use, and he closes them. Once more, he 
is reminded of his need to sleep. Deprived of the rest his brain needs, he feels ready to 
collapse and shut down. Like a robot. Like a television. Like a computer. Like a phone. 
Ringing— the person touches Kyle’s forehead. It’s heat, a nice heat, a body heat, that Kyle is 
unsure of. The hand disappears and Kyle finds a spot on a nearby window rather interesting. 
Is that a tree? “Kyle, no, keep looking at me, alright?” 


No, now hold on, Kyle knows who this is. He knows, just give him a second. It’s— 


“Do you want to go to the nurse?” Stan asks. Kyle breathes in like it’s the first time, though 
it’s quiet. He furrows his brows for a second, focusing on the strange feeling in his... what’s 
the word? Chest. Yeah, that’s it. His stomach hurts. He should eat. He can’t eat, though, it’ll 
just come back up again. Fuck wait Kyle knows what’s happening. He’s felt this way before, 
it’s familiar. Kyle drops the pencil he had forgotten about and starts feeling around his jacket, 
trying to find the pocket with his... what’s the word? What are they called? “What are you 
doing?” 


“T need...” Kyle stills, opening his eyes again at the sound of his own voice. Is that really 
what he sounds like? Of course it is, Christ. He’s being ridiculous. His blood sugar is low. 
Really low. He can feel it. It’s hard to explain but he’d be able to pinpoint this feeling 
anywhere. Or... maybe not, considering it took him so long to realize. Wait no, he realized 
earlier, didn’t he? But he can’t eat, he can’t... Kyle grabs a crease within his coat, trying 
again: “I need to...” 


“What?” Stan asks. “What do you need to do?” 
“Check in...” 
Eric. 


Full of adrenaline, Kyle straightens. He forgets about the low blood sugar and pushes Stan 
away, not caring how rough he’s being. He just wants Stan to go away. “What the hell?” he 
says. “What are you doing here? I told you not to talk to me.” 


Stan steps backward. Kyle watches him do so, but makes a point not to look at his face. He 
sees the way Stan leads himself away with his left foot, the way he looks lost and perturbed 
and— frightened. Kyle turns away, moving to go back to the notebook, but before he can 
process what’s happening, the table shakes something harsh. Someone new climbs onto the 
lunch table’s surface, snatching up Kyle’s notebook with a certain telltale flourish as he goes. 
Kyle stares at the empty space his notebook previously took up. The change can’t register in 
his brain. 


“Ahem,” forces the sharp voice of Eric Cartman. Kyle refuses to look up. He refuses. He 
stares at the contours of Eric’s shoes, at the horribly-tied shoelaces and the slightly-baggy 


denim jeans, cuffs of pants. 


Don t. There’s silence. No one in the lunchroom speaks, or so much as utters, a word. Kyle 
hopes. Don t. 


“Hello, South Park High School,” Eric begins, taking on his well-rehearsed presenter voice. 
“And welcome to a live reading of the one and only Kyle Broflovski 5 diary.” 


At first, Kyle has no idea how to feel about that. Never before, not once in seventeen years, 
had he considered himself to ever have a diary. The notebook in Eric’s hands, red and worn 
from being knocked around in Kyle’s backpack— from recent wear and tear, he always used 
to be careful, but lately he has found himself caring less and less about such trivial things as 
the aesthetic cleanliness of notebooks— is the furthest thing from a diary. 


“Now, let’s see what Kyle’s been up to,” Eric says. Kyle looks up. Numbness spreads through 
his chest and arms, a tingling feeling in his feet and legs. Eric flips from front to back through 
the notebook’s pages. It’s just full of Hebrew, full of Kyle’s attempts at memorizing psalms. 
Even if Eric thought such a thing was important, he wouldn’t be able to read it. That’s why 
Kyle writes his personal shit in Hebrew. It’s not exactly a common language to know, or to be 
able to read. That way no one can stick their nose into his business. It’s what makes it his. 
Stan moves out of the corner of Kyle’s gaze, but Kyle finds himself too distracted by Eric’s 
words to really understand whatever Stan is doing. “Ah, here’s a good one!” 


The pages stop in their crinkling, flickering noises. Kyle doesn’t move. Kyle can’t see Eric’s 
face, he can only see pieces of the writing on the page. It’s just another written version of 
Mizmor leDavid. There’s no way. Kyle knows there’s no way. Eric is bluffing. He’s going to 
say some fake, improvised bullshit and that’ll be the end of it. 


“Mizmor leDavid,” Eric says, using one hand in a twirling motion through the air. Kyle’s eyes 
go wide, a cold horror gripping his throat. “Yevah—” 


Eric’s pronunciation 1s atrocious. Kyle closes his eyes, trying to calm the way his lungs itch 
for repetitive, quick breaths. This is ridiculous. Fine, Eric knows the Hebrew alphabet, but 
that doesn’t mean he knows anything about what he’s reading. That doesn’t mean he 
understands the words— and it certainly doesn’t mean that the rest of the lunchroom does, 
either, but— 


“Yevah roi, lo achsar...” 
The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not lack. 


Kyle could laugh. Is that stupid? He could laugh. Stan is still there, and Kyle looks at him. 
Stan has both hands resting on the surface of the table, his face pale and his eyes wide and 
confused. Not the normal type of wide and confused, but the scared type that Kyle has only 
seen a handful of times in recent years. Eric sounds smug with his horrid inability to 
pronounce the words correctly, and Kyle wonders if that’s on purpose or if he thinks he’s 
saying it correctly. “Binot dasha, yarbitseni,; al-mei menuchot yenheleni.” 


Stan’s expression turns to one of distress, like he doesn’t know what to do. In all fairness, 
Kyle doesn’t know what to do, either. He doesn’t expect Stan to do anything. He truly 
doesn’t. But he can’t help but see Stan, and attempt to find some sort of comfort in his 
presence— attempt to figure out a way Stan could help. He can’t, though, can he? What is he 
supposed to do? What is anyone supposed to do? 


Surprise overrides him when he sees Stan move. He doesn’t move very far, nor does he make 
too big of a gesture, but what he does do is more than enough. Stan reaches over, grabs 
Kyle’s hand in his own and squeezes. Kyle glances down at where their skin contacts, and 
when he glances up again, Stan’s expression of fear twitches into a gentle smile. A little 
thing. An it’s going to be okay smile. Kyle almost tunes out Eric as he keeps speaking: 
“Nefashi yeshovev,” (He restoreth my soul) long, almost unbearable pause— “yancheni 
vemagli-tsedek, laman shemo.” (He guideth me in straight paths for His name 5 sake). 


Kyle feels like he’s going to vomit. 


Stan lets go of Kyle’s hand. Stan hoists himself up onto one of the empty chairs, and then 
steps up onto the table. For a second, he stands next to Eric. Kyle glances up to watch, feeling 
the most obligated to do something rather than sit here and do nothing— but he can’t. There’s 
a strange stiff, pounding pressure in the base of his neck, connecting where his skull is. It’s 
firm, and it surrounds his eyes, making him feel on the verge of passing out. He swallows as 
another wave of nausea hits him. 


“Quit it, Cartman,” Stan hisses. He reaches for the notebook, but Eric turns a solid ninety 
degrees and holds it up and out at arm’s length. Stan growls, a sound Kyle thinks he’s never 
heard come from his friend’s throat before. Stan steps forward, grabbing Eric’s shoulder and 
reaching up to snatch the notebook back with force. He doesn’t succeed. 


“Gem ki-aled,” Eric exclaims, a strange, excited note to his voice. “Begaya almot—” 
(vea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death) 
[DON’T KILL HER I NEED MY MOM] 


“T said quit it!” Stan lurches for Eric, both hands outstretched for the notebook. Eric steps out 
of the way, and with a sudden clamor of noise, Stan hurtles to the ground and 


THWAK 


slams into it, catching himself on his forearms. Stan makes a soft groan of pain, crumbling 
from the impact and taking a few seconds to recover. Kyle moves to stand, but his strength 
escapes him with a harsh rapidity. He grabs the edge of the table— and hardly manages to 
pull his hand out of the way when Eric tries to step on his fingers. Kenny comes over, helping 
Stan upright. Kyle stares at him, wondering when he had come over, and where he had come 
from. Eric grins at Kyle, and something flashes in his eyes. The lunchroom, silent, is staring 
— they’re all staring, watching, waiting for something to happen, and... 


And... 


Kyle shoves himself upright, kicking his chair back with all the strength he has. He glares up 
at Eric, filled with an energy for which he can’t pinpoint a source. He draws on anger, on 
every single thing he has had to deal with, on every bad memory, on every pain and panic and 


[he’s killing her] 
He inhales, clenching his fists and shouting, “Give me back my fucking notebook, fatass\” 


He wants to grab Eric by the ankle and pull him to the ground, but he can’t move. He’s 
shaking, he feels it, and he’s going to fall if he does much more than stand there and glare 
and try to seem menacing. Specks appear in his vision. He blinks them away. Eric strokes the 
paper, tracing over the writing. The corners of his lips are turned up, his teeth more than 
visible in a grin. And then, Eric laughs. “Who has the upper hand now, huh, Kyle?” Eric asks, 
stepping as close to the edge of the table as he dares, turning the notebook around and waving 
it in Kyle’s face. The noise of stressed paper fills Kyle’s ears. Kyle reaches out for his 
notebook, and is thoroughly confused when he doesn’t make contact at all. Suddenly, he can’t 
see it. “What, you want this back? Kyle want a notebook?” 


Eric’s tone becomes more than just taunting, it becomes condescending and saccharine in the 
pompous nature. Kyle tries to focus, but he can’t. Eric draws the arm with the notebook back 
behind himself, like he’s about to throw a pitch. 


“Well? Kyle want a notebook?” Eric snaps, eyes wide. Kyle doesn’t shy away from the eye 
contact. He can’t really figure out the exact contours of Eric’s face, but he still doesn’t shy 
away. “Fine! Fetch!” 


Eric throws the notebook, and it flies through the air and disappears somewhere behind Kyle. 
Kyle wants to turn and retrieve it, but he can’t. No, he won t. Not with Eric commanding him 
to do so, not with Eric looking at him like that, not with the way his head spins. Eric spins 

around, returning his attention to the group of high schoolers still watching the scene unfold. 


“And now, I leave you with these parting words,” Eric announces. He lifts his arms up over 
his head, and as he says his final statement, he brings them back down, bowing at the waist 
like an actor at the end of a production. “Al, na refa na lah.” 


Numbers 12:13 
Vitsek Moshah, al-yevah lemor: al, na refa na lah. 
And Moses called unto the Lord, saying: ‘Heal her now, O God, I beseech Thee.’ 


Kyle’s vision darkens. He blinks it away. 


Eric hops off of the table, then, coming to a halt in all movement when he’s back on the floor. 
He stands directly in front of Kyle, and they stare at each other. There is a static between 
them: a harsh, cutting sharpness that does little other than keep them separate. The rest of the 
cafeteria has gone back to their own lives, though their talking has fallen from a loud chatter 
to a quiet rumble of voices. Standing here, with Eric so close, with Eric taking up so much in 
his vision 


[Eric leans closer, until their foreheads are touching. Kyle doesn t like it, but he 5 pressed 
against the wall.] 


Kyle shoves his arms out harshly, trying to push Eric away, but there is no contact. Kyle 
stares, puzzled. His breath tries to escape him when Eric grabs Kyle’s wrists with practiced 
ease, stepping onetwothree steps closer until they’re so close, Kyle can’t breathe. Kyle’s 
arms, bent at the elbow with his fists clenched near his face, tense and tighten and try to 
figure out a way to struggle free. But there’s a disconnect, and he can’t move. 


“You say that to yourself every day,” Eric says, voice a hushed whisper. Kyle finds himself 
stiff, still and stock and frozen and staring into these deep, dark brown eyes that look like 
they belong to a demon or something from hell, something from an old folk tale told by his 
grandmother or something that he would hear about as a kid and fear for the rest of his life 
without realizing it— “Al, na refa na lah...” 


[snap feel it stop touching me let go] 


“Isn’t that right, Kyle?” Eric says, a little louder. Eric digs his nails into Kyle’s wrist. Kyle 
winces. He tries to back away, knowing he won’t be able to squirm out of Eric’s grasp. He 
stumbles over his feet in his attempt, but Eric only pulls him right back, closing the distance 
between them. “Well? Isn’t it? AZ na refa na lah. I bet you say that to yourself every single 
day...” 


Kyle can’t breathe. “I do not say that to myself.” 


“Yes, you do, you know how I know?” asks Eric. Kyle can t breathe. Eric leans forward, 
pulling Kyle even closer. Their chests touch, their fronts flush, and Kyle feels the 
overwhelming urge to squirm away and yelp, scream STOP but he can’t, he can’t breathe. 
Eric’s lips touch his ear, the heat of his breath overriding anything that demands more than 
surface attention. Eric, with his voice thick and low and breathless, lilting up at the end from 
the urge to stave off laughter— Eric— Eric says, “'And the Lord said unto Moses: if her 
father had but spit in her face, should she not hide in shame seven days ?' And if a child spits 
into the face of his ancestors, should he not be stoned?” 


Kyle pulls. He tugs away, shying, trying to leave, trying to run. Eric lets go of Kyle roughly, 
shoving him away. Kyle’s unbalanced legs force him to stumble backwards. He catches 
himself on the surface of the table before he collapses. Dizzy, he hardly sees much of 
anything. There’s a ringing in his ears, and he is completely occupied with trying to force that 
away. Kyle feels winded. Distant, he observes the way Eric shoves Stan, says something to 
him, and then walks away. Stan’s face has gone pale, Kyle realizes, but the meaning behind 
such a thing doesn’t click. Kenny shoves a notebook into Stan’s hands. Kyle doesn’t 
recognize it for a very long time. He just stares. He sees Kenny’s lips move, but he doesn’t 
hear any sounds. Kenny walks away. Kyle doesn’t know what was said. 


Kyle’s lips are tingling. The tingling spreads from his lips to his jaw. He thinks he’s felt that 
before, but he doesn’t know for sure. His head is loose, making him feel light on his feet. It 
would be so easy to fall to the floor and let go. And just sleep. Maybe he would stop 
breathing, and maybe it would all be over. 


But it would never be fucking over. 


It feels like a flash. One moment, Kyle is alone, and the next, Stan is a few feet away and 
looking at him. Kyle looks up. “What?” he snaps, disturbed with Stan’s expression and the 
way he isn’t saying anything. Irate, he glares. “I’m not a flower, Stan, I’m not fragile, and I’m 
not going to break! If you have something to say to me, fucking say it.” 


“Um—” Stan cuts off. He fidgets with the notebook, the one Kyle doesn’t recognize. He rubs 
his thumb against the cardboard. Kyle hears the sound it makes, the soft shhh-shhhh noise of 
skin on the rough surface of cheap cardboard. Kyle wants to rip the source of the noise to 
pieces. “I just... I’m sorry, I’m honestly really, really sorry—” 


The bell rings, loud and annoying. Kyle flinches, momentarily unsure of what that noise 
means, but he quickly realizes and grabs the notebook from Stan automatically. He needs it, 
or else Stan’s going to keep making that stupid stupid stupid annoying noise with it. Kyle 
shoves it into his backpack, which he picks up from the floor and hoists over his shoulder. He 
begins to walk, trying to appear determined or solid or something, but that doesn’t work. He 
loses his breath, and his foot loses his weight. He feels light, like he’s falling. It’s only when 
Stan catches him that he realizes he had been falling. Kyle grunts. Stan’s hands grip Kyle’s 
shoulders, slowly righting him again. Kyle’s head throbs, and he tears away, shoving past 
Stan. His arms and his hands are shaking, and his feet and legs are so unsteady, he can hardly 
figure out where the floor is in relation to the rest of himself. Stan’s fingers brush Kyle’s arm. 
“Here, let me help you—” 


“T don’t need help,” Kyle says, ripping his arm out of Stan’s reach. He loses breath. If he 
talks much more, he’ll stop breathing and never start again. It feels like that. His eyes strain 
with all of the bustling movement around them. He doesn’t exactly remember the source, but 
he knows he has to keep Stan as far away as possible. 


Stan’s in on it. 

Stan’s helping Eric. 
Remember the dam? 

We've been over this. 

We all broke the fucking dam! 


“Please,” Stan says, suddenly closer. “At least let me walk you to class, you were acting 
really weird, earlier, and I don’t want to leave you alone if that shit happens again.” 


“It won’t happen again,” Kyle says. 
“T don’t know that, and neither do you.” 


“I do, actually,” Kyle says. “Now, if you would kindly leave me alone, I’d be very fucking 
thankful.” 


Kyle halts in front of his locker, twisting in some combination that makes no sense. The 
locker doesn’t open. He glances at the number, and it takes him a second to know this 1s, in 
fact, his locker. He tries again, just to keep his hands busy. It works this time. “Are you 
kidding me?” Stan asks. “How long are you going to keep this up? You can’t avoid me 
forever, Kyle.” 


“I can sure as hell try,” Kyle says, hoisting his backpack into his locker. 


“You're saying you seriously never want to talk to me again?” Stan asks. He sounds hurt. 
Kyle wants to respond, but he’s stopped short by another wave of nausea. His lips feel like 
they’re being prickled, numb with pins. He squeezes them together into a tight line, but that 
just worsens the feeling. There’s a thickness in his throat. It’s hard to swallow through. He 
feels winded. His eyes slip shut. He doesn’t understand what Stan is saying, but Stan’s 
definitely still talking. He hears the words, but they don’t make sense. “What, are you giving 
me the silent treatment now? You won’t even try to give me the benefit of the doubt? I made 
a mistake, Kyle, it didn’t seem like a big deal at the time—” 


Kyle is hardly conscious enough to feel alarmed. His stomach churns. He swallows. He 
busies himself with picking at the things in his locker that he doesn’t remember putting there. 
Torn pieces of paper, a stray mitten from goodness knows when, a couple broken pencils, a 
cap missing a pen. 


“T never meant to hurt you,” Stan says, and Kyle feels like he missed a solid chunk of 
something. The first warning bell rings. Most everyone else has since abandoned the 
hallways in favor of their classrooms, yet everything feels much too busy. Kyle glances 
around, but doesn’t dare move. If he moves, he won’t be able to— like, Eric will see, and 
he’ll— something touches Kyle’s shoulder. 


Kyle spins around, heart slamming into his ribs a million miles a minute. He slams his fist 
into Stan’s chest, but he hardly feels the contact. He can’t close his fingers; they’re tingling, 
and numb, and he can’t feel them. “Don t touch me,” Kyle snaps. He looks up at Stan’s face, 
trying to glare hard enough to get Stan to leave him alone. Stan moves, or maybe he twitches, 
or maybe nothing happens at all. An odd feeling encases Kyle’s chest. He feels his heartbeat 
stutter. It rips his breath out of his lungs. His heart flutters. Is that a word? Flutters. 


Kyle stares at the wall past Stan’s shoulders, confused. His head, too heavy on his shoulders, 
feels full of cotton. His eyes don’t feel like they’re really open. His vision darkens. He 
loosens the tension in his legs, unlocking his knees, somehow convinced that’ ll help, but it 
doesn’t. His body tenses again, and just as the darkness collapses in on the center of his 
vision, just as he can see nothing but peppering static, he falls. 


He doesn’t even realize he has fainted until he’s awakened by Stan, who crouches next to him 
on the floor and pats his cheek. Kyle feels like he’s floating. Like he’s somewhere else 
entirely, somewhere he has never been before, yet somewhere he’s familiar with. He still 
can’t breathe, even as he lays and stares at the contrasts of the ceiling and the door of his 
locker and another locker and another locker and Stan’s blue eyes staring down at him. Stan 
pulls his hand away, Kyle thinks, because the warmth is no longer on his cheek. 


“Hey,” Stan says. “Hey, can you hear me? Look at me, look at me, please.” 


Kyle does. And as soon as he does, he lifts his hand and tries to push Stan away from him. 
Gravity is naturally against him, though, and as soon as his arm falls back to his chest, Kyle 
recants. He forces himself to sit up quickly, even though his head spins and his chest hurts 
and he thinks he might throw up. His hands are shaking. He tries to stand fully, but Stan 
keeps him on the floor. Kyle swings at him, but doesn’t make contact. The back of Kyle’s 
head slams into the locker behind him. Kyle doesn’t feel it. 


“Jesus, man, are you okay?” Stan asks. Kyle only glares. Stan’s expression twitches, and he 
looks around. After a few seconds, in which Kyle realizes he doesn’t feel any better after 
fainting, Stan tries to offer his hands to help Kyle stand. Kyle pushes them away. He doesn’t 
want to be touched. He doesn’t want to be looked at. He wants to curl into a ball on the floor 
and fall asleep and hopefully never wake up... “Kyle, come on. I’m trying to help you.” 


“Get away from me!” Kyle shouts. 


“No,” Stan says, and his voice is surprisingly firm. “What the hell is with you right now? I 
need to take you to the nurse.” 


“I don’t wanna fucking talk t’you,” Kyle snaps. Is it just him, or is it harder to talk? He 
swallows, moves his tongue around in his mouth, trying to loosen it to ease the ability to 
speak. Everything 1s too bright, too busy, it’s too much. The colors are everywhere, yet 
they’re so vivid he can’t figure out what colors are what. 


“Can you stand?” Stan asks. 


“No-no,” Kyle says. “You know what, I can’t— I can’t fucking stand, I can’t fucking stand 
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you. 


Stan gives Kyle a look. Scared. Stan’s scared. But Kyle’s scared too. Kyle lives in fear and no 
one knows and he doesn’t WANT anyone to know, he doesn’t WANT anyone to care he 
wants to be buried and forgotten and he wants to move on and never have to think again. 
“Please work with me,” Stan says, and he sounds almost like he’s begging. “Please—” 


PLEASE STOP TOUCHING ME 


Kyle curls in on himself, hugging his knees to his chest and trying to fight for his body to 
work normally. He’s fine. He’s fine. He’s almost died before, he can deal with whatever this 
is. He just has to breathe. He just needs to be left alone. Okay? Do you hear him? LEAVE 
HIM ALONE. 


Shhh shhh shhh it’s okay. 
It’s okay. 
Shhh. 


Kyle rocks gently, afraid of the way he feels, afraid of the fact that his head keeps going to 
the things that he can’t understand. He just feels uncomfortable. He feels sick and tired and 


tired and fuck, he’s never felt this exhausted in his life. He needs to sleep. He feels sick and 
he needs to sleep. 


Shhh, shhh, shhh, shhh. 
It’s okay, honey. 
It’s okay. 
It’s okay. 
You’re okay. 
You’re going to be okay. 
It’s all going to be okay... 
Someone touches Kyle’s face. Kyle doesn’t know who it is. Convinced he’s in danger, he 
slaps their hand away. They recoil, pulling away. Kyle buries himself back into his little ball. 
He’s breaking down. 
Shhh. 
Whats that song again? 
Hush little baby, don’t you cry, momma’s gonna sing you a lullaby— 


WRONG WRONG WRONG! 


On the hearth a fire burns and in the house its warm 
(oyfn pripetshik, brent a fayerl, und in shtib is heys) 


“Dude, hey, it’s me, Kenny,” someone says. Kyle immediately looks up. He sees Kenny 
crouching in front of him, in the exact position Stan was just a second ago. Kyle reaches out, 
grabs Kenny’s parka, his eyes burning on the verge of tears. 


Onthehearthafireburnsandinthehouseit swarm 


“Make Stan leave me alone,” Kyle whispers. “I’ve told him so many times but he— he won’t 
leave me alone, I can’t be around him, I can’t, I can’t, I can’t I can t I can t—” 


“Okay— okay,” Kenny says. He takes Kyle’s hands in his own, keeping sturdy and open and 
willing to help. Kyle feels safe. He thinks he wouldn’t mind dying if Kenny was there. Kenny 
doesn’t judge. He buries his face into Kenny’s parka, shaking with the onset of tears, of fear 
of fear of fear. Kenny says something, his chest rambling with the words. “You can go, Stan, 
I got this.” 


Stan speaks. “Are—” 


“T’m sure, Stan, just go.” Stan must not leave, because Kenny repeats, “Go.” 


Footsteps. They fade down the hall. As soon as they’re gone, Kyle sobs. 
Guilty. 


Guilty guilty guilty son of a bitch, you’re disgusting. Hurting people being awful atrocious a 
burden how could you? 


Shh shhh shhhh it’s okay 

On the hearth a fire burns and in the house it’s warm 
And the rabbi teaches little children the alef-bet 
(what's the next part? What’s the next part, Mommy?) 


Kenny says something. Kyle inhales, his breath stuttering and catching in his throat. Kenny 
gently pulls away enough so they can make eye contact, but Kyle doesn’t like it. He tries to 
go back, tries to claw Kenny closer again, convinced that no one can hurt him if someone 
stays close, just as long as it isn’t Stan or Eric because they’re out to GET HIM WHY DOES 
NO ONE UNDERSTAND IT? 


Kenny scoots closer, but keeps his hold on Kyle’s shoulders firm. More eye contact. Kyle’s 
gaze wanders. He’s lightheaded. His head hurts. He has a song he hasn’t thought about in a 
while stuck in his head. “What?” Kyle asks. 


“T think you’re having a hypoglycemic attack, do you have glucose tablets?” Kenny asks. 
Kyle closes his eyes against the offense of the lights. Kenny shakes him. “Kyle, stay awake, 
please.” 


m awake,” Kyle mumbles. He rubs his eyes, blinking them open and glancing around. The 
hall around them is empty; it’s just himself and Kenny. He suddenly doesn’t remember how 
he got here. “Where’d Stan go?” 


“He left,” Kenny says. “You really wanted him to go, so he left... when was the last time you 
ate?” 


It’s difficult to think. More than that, it’s difficult to understand. His fingers feel like they’re 
cramping. He lets go of Kenny’s jacket, flexing his fingers and closing his hands into fists 
repeatedly, trying to urge away the pins and needles. 


“Kyle, when was the last time you ate?” 


“T don’t know,” Kyle says, and that’s the truth. He didn’t eat today, and he can’t remember 
anything from yesterday at all. Kenny’s expression changes when Kyle says that. He frowns a 
little, glances down the hall one way and then the other, and sits back on his haunches. Kenny 
digs into his coat pocket and withdraws a bottle of apple juice. 


“Fifteen grams of a fast-acting carbohydrate, right?” Kenny asks. He checks the nutrition 
label on the small bottle of apple juice, then holds it out to Kyle, saying, “Drink about half of 
this, okay? It'll help.” 


Kyle stares at the apple juice bottle, watches the contents of it slosh, the burnt auburn of its 
color. It’s fruit. That’s what apple juice is. It’s fruit, except it has zero fiber and so much more 
sugar, and at least twenty more calories. He doesn’t know how he knows that, but he knows. 
Instinctively, Kyle pushes the bottle of apple juice away, shaking his head. It dizzies him. “I 
don’t want it,” he says. “I can’t, PI just throw it up.” 


“Kyle, I know you’re probably nauseous right now, but trust me when I say you need to drink 
this,” Kenny says. Once more, he tries to hand the bottle of apple juice over to Kyle, and just 
as the first time, Kyle pulls away. “Kyle, it’s okay, just drink the juice.” 


“No, I can’t, I can’t,” Kyle says. He’s hit with the urge to explain himself, but he fears that 
more than he fears what’s happening to him. The world spins around his head in dizzying 
circles. He blinks away the blurring vision, finding himself frustrated with the... 
consistency of it. Kyle absolutely wants to be left alone. He likes that idea. He likes the idea 
of being abandoned and left to die, he likes it a lot. 


Just let me be. 
Just let me die. 


Kenny’s eyes widen. He shifts his weight, putting away the bottle of apple juice faster than 
Kyle’s brain can process the visual input of the movement. “What did you say?” Kenny asks. 
He prods Kyle’s shoulders with the palms of his hands, gently shifting him out of a haze of 
confusion. Kyle shakes his head. Kenny asks again, “Kyle, what did you just say?” 


“Nothing,” Kyle says, though he hardly understands himself. 


“Can you stand?” Kenny asks. Kyle shrugs, rolling his shoulders in a loose movement, 
unintentionally urging Kenny to let him go, to stop touching him. Kenny shifts to his knees, 
holding his hands out for Kyle to grab. Kyle tries to push him away again, mumbling 
something along the lines of leave me alone, idiot, but Kenny doesn’t do that. Instead, Kenny 
shifts next to Kyle, grabs Kyle’s arm, and wraps it over Kenny’s shoulders. Kenny helps him 
stand up that way, though Kyle feels distinctly like he doesn’t want to move from his spot on 
the floor. Kyle stumbles, grabbing at Kenny’s jacket with his free hand. Kenny catches him, 
saying, “Whoa, careful, I got ya.” 


Kyle ignores him. “Where’re we...?” 
“Nurse’s office,” Kenny replies. “C’mon.” 


Kenny moves quickly, shifting and worming one arm around Kyle’s back and the other under 
Kyle’s knees. Kyle doesn’t recognize what’s happening until he’s being hoisted into the air, 
carried bridal-style by Kenny. Without anything sturdy beneath him, Kyle claws at Kenny’s 
parka, eventually wrapping both arms around Kenny’s neck and holding himself there as tight 
as his muscles will let him. 


Kenny is surprisingly stable. Kyle feels horrified by the fact that he’s not on the ground, but 
Kenny’s grip is firm and he’s not letting go. Neither of them are. Kenny begins in long, rapid 
strides down the hallway, and Kyle tries to fight back the fear by closing his eyes and 


counting to ten and thinking about the song again and again and again. He doesn’t understand 
how Kenny is carrying him with such ease, and he doesn’t understand it when Kenny says, 
“Jesus fuck, you’re so light.” 


Because Kyle feels heavier than he ever has in his life, and he is ashamed of that. 


When they reach the nurse’s office, Kenny sets him down in one of the chairs near the 
entrance. Kenny moves to walk away, but Kyle grabs his coat and refuses to let go. He hears 
noises and looks up; Clyde is sitting in the office chair at the desk, spinning around like he 
can’t handle sitting still. But then Clyde realizes that people are in the office with him, and he 
stops spinning, momentarily discombobulated by dizziness. “Whoa!” he says, laughing. “Hey 
guys, what’s the sitch?” 


Clyde spots something weird about the picture and stops laughing. He stands up from the 
desk, slow. 


“What’s goin’ on?” 


“He’s hypoglycemic and he won’t drink his fucking apple juice,” Kenny says. Clyde gives 
Kyle a weird look. 


“The nurse is in the main office, I think she’s grabbing things from the printer,” Clyde says. 
“I can go run and grab—” 


“No,” Kenny cuts in. He pushes Kyle’s hand off of his parka, which doesn’t take much. Kyle 
pulls his hands to himself, hugging his arms across his chest and pretending he’s seated next 
to a hearth where a fire burns. Pretending he’s listening to a rabbi teach children the alef-bet. 
Pretending he’s up in the clouds, staring down at everyone else. He wonders how long it 
would take for him to die of hypoglycemia, he wonders if he has the strength to run and lock 
himself in the boys’ bathroom and stop. 


And just stop. 
Oh, listen to all the noises. 
The noises? 
The noises. 
They know we're here? 
Everyone knows, everyone knows. 
If you aren't careful, they'll hear. 
Do you want them to hear? 
Run. 


Run run run. 


breathe (hhhhhhuh uhhhhhhh) 

I'm being very quiet. 

Not enough not enough not enough... 

move just a little, sneak outside of the room 
lock them inside lock them away... 


Kyle looks around the room and decides to try. With the limits of his muscles burning for 
rest, he pushes himself out of the chair and stumbles. 


“Whoa whoa whoa,” Clyde says, and Kenny lunges, catching Kyle in his arms. Kyle fights, 
twisting and trying to run. His feet slip on the floor with his lack of purchase, and he can do 
nothing else other than grab onto Kenny for dear life as Kenny replaces him in the chair. 
Yeah, Kyle will admit, that was kind of a stupid idea. 


“PI run and grab her, I’m faster than you,” Kenny insists. “Besides, I think you’ ll have better 
luck convincing him to drink the stupid thing than I can.” 


Kenny and Clyde share a nod. Kenny drops the apple juice on the desk and then he’s gone. 
Kyle’s in the room with Clyde. 


Alone. 


Kyle lowers his head into his hands, resting his elbows on his knees. He can’t stop thinking. 
He knows it’s himself that’s saying all these awful things, but that doesn’t help it feel any 
better. That doesn’t help him feel any less horrible. That doesn’t keep him from 
understanding the fact that those thoughts might be true. 


It doesn’t stop him from crying. 


Clyde comes over and sits in the chair next to Kyle. Clyde picks up the bottle of apple juice, 
beginning to fidget with it. Kyle tries to ignore the noise, and he tries to ignore the way his 
entire body is shaking. His ankle keeps twitching. Once every ten seconds or so, the muscle 
jumps, and his leg gently flinches. Automatically, Kyle adjusts the position of his leg, trying 
to figure out if it’s positional or something else entirely. Or maybe he’s just going crazy. It 
feels like that, sometimes. 


Kyle runs out of tears to shed. 
It stops. 


“Hey, Kyle, can I ask you a question?” Clyde asks. Funnily enough, he doesn’t wait for a 
response before asking, “Why don’t you want to drink this?” 


Clyde holds out the bottle of apple juice. Kyle looks away, forcing back the tears that are 
trying to escape again. He stares at the floor, at the tiles. But that doesn’t help. They’re too 
white, too marbled with gray, too perfect. He stares at the wall, which is frustratingly beige, 


and it reminds him of the hospital. And he sees the desk, a simple gray, and the black desk 
chair and the computer on that desk and the curtain in the back leading to the area with the 
beds. He wonders how many kids are sitting back there, sick. Usually it’s no one, but 
sometimes he’ll stop here for his insulin and swear he sees Craig. 


“How long has your leg been twitching like that?” Clyde asks. Kyle glances down at his foot. 
It’s still for the moment. He rubs underneath his knee. His arm hurts. 


“I dunno,” Kyle says. Clyde gives Kyle’s leg a strange look, then glances up at Kyle’s face. 
“Do you have a headache?” Clyde asks. Kyle doesn’t know what Clyde’s getting at. 
“Yeah,” Kyle says. Fuck, his arm hurts. 

“When’s the last time you ate?” Clyde asks. 

Scowling, Kyle snaps, “Why does everyone keep asking me that?” 


“Youre diabetic, it’s kind of important.” Clyde says it with a smile, like he’s urging Kyle to 
do the same, but Kyle refuses. He’s not impressed. He’s just angry. 


“Diabetes makes this shit so fucking hard,” Kyle says. 


“Makes what shit hard?” Clyde asks. Kyle turns his head away and doesn’t answer the 
question. Clyde gets the hint. It’s silent for a few seconds, even though it feels like hours. 
Clyde is back to fidgeting mildly with the bottle of apple juice. Kyle is back to feeling dizzy. 
He keeps glancing at the apple juice, he realizes. It’s just right there, and even though it’s in 
Clyde’s hands, Kyle could easily ask for it and have some. It’s tempting. His body knows he 
needs it, and that makes his brain try to get on board, but there’s more to it than that. He turns 
his head away again. Clyde speaks. “Hey, can I be honest for a sec?” 


Kyle shrugs. 


“I had two burgers today,” Clyde says, and Kyle has to force himself not to cringe. “That’s 
six hundred and six calories and thirty grams of carbohydrates.” 


Kyle knows. When Clyde next speaks, he sounds awkward. 


“Look, I just...” Clyde mutters, looking away before going back for another round of eye 
contact. Kyle meets his eyes. They’re brown. A lighter brown than Eric’s, but brown. “If I 
can eat two burgers and be okay, you can drink four ounces of apple juice and be okay.” 


Clyde nods. Kyle looks at the apple juice again. He’s not sure about it. Clyde says something 
else. 


“If you don’t drink it now, we’re just going to have to inject you with glucagon once you pass 
out,” Clyde says. “Do you really want that? Or do you wanna be in control of it?” 


Kyle feels like that disobeys the one rule he set for himself: don t give in. 


But he hates the idea of being kept in a hospital because he refused to drink some apple juice. 


Kyle holds his shaking hand out for the bottle, and almost drops it. The weight is almost too 
much for his aching arm. He manages to keep it on his grasp. One thing he doesn’t manage to 
do is open it, though. 


Clyde silently opens it for him. 


Kyle forces himself to drink half of the bottle, as had been requested in order for him to get 
the fifteen grams of fast-acting carbohydrates. 


It would be a lot easier to starve himself if he wasn’t diabetic. 


He stares at the half-empty bottle and knows that Eric is going to be angry. He said Kyle 
can’t eat anything today. Does this count? Of course it counts. If it has calories, it counts. 
And this, most certainly, has calories. 


Today’s count is up to approximately sixty. 


“Thank you for drinking that,” Clyde says. Kyle doesn’t say anything; he can’t. The taste still 
lingers in his mouth. It’s heavenly for his body after having not eaten, but at the same time, 
it’s a horror for his brain because he just gave in. Eric is going to kill him, Eric is going to 
murder him, Eric is going to hurt him. He wants to dismiss himself under the guise of feeling 
better and throw it up. He wants to go to the bathroom and get it out. Pull a Stan and say it 
doesn't count. There’s a tension in his chest that won’t leave him alone. It won’t leave him 
alone until he gets it out. It’Il haunt him all day. 


You know that feeling when you try really hard to be happy but then nothing turns out right? 
That’s what it feels like. 


Kenny comes back with the nurse. She asks him some questions. One of them is when 5 the 
last time you ate? And Kyle holds up the bottle of apple juice and says, “Right now.” 


She asks him where his kit is, and he says it’s in his backpack. Kenny leaves to go get it. The 
nurse calls his dad... 


Kyle remembers nothing past that. 
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Confessional Booths 


Chapter Summary 


... beep... beep... beep... 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Kyle wakes up to the disgusting smell of wet dogs and cat food. It’s a dichotomy he’s not 
used to, yet at the same time, it’s familiar to him in the same way that the hand soap at school 
is. He doesn’t think too much about it when he uses it. Thinking about it now, though, he 
finds it all a little strange, and more than a little confusing. He turns his head though he hasn’t 
opened his eyes yet. He feels uncomfortable, and like he’s covered in thin paper rather than 
clothing, and his arm feels tight. It hurts more than he remembers it hurting before. Then 
again, he hardly remembers it hurting much. He hardly remembers anything at all. He’s just 
suddenly... awake. 


Everything within him needs to go back to sleep; such a feeling is deeply rooted within the 
very cracks and seams of his bones. And yet there’s this lingering presence hovering over 
him, keeping his brain from allowing his body to drift back into the nothingness of dreams 
and rest. 


He opens his eyes. The first thing he notices is the undeniable fact that the room is darker 
than the outside world. That’s his hypothesis, at least, though he admits that he doesn’t 
exactly have a very firm understanding of how bright it is outside. He has a feeling it’s at 
least the early afternoon, though, right? He turns his head again, this time for the sole reason 
of scoping out his surroundings. His eyes try to close again. Someone grabs his hand and he 
wakes up a little more firmly, his gaze catching on the outline of the drawn curtains which 
interrupt his view of the window. A very small amount of light sheds in from beneath them, 
but it doesn’t reach the parts of the room that actually matter. There’s the distinct sound of a 
beeping machine. As he regains more of his senses, he is able to pinpoint a few different 
machines. He doesn’t think he’s hooked up to any of them. He hears the beeping from out in 
the hall. 


He must have fallen asleep while visiting his mom. Kyle sweeps his right hand over the 
crook of his left elbow, tracing his fingers over where he feels something keeping his arm 
still. His fingers catch on plastic— thin plastic, a sheet of it, like tape that sticks to him but 
molds to his skin. He picks at the corners, his eyes slipping shut. 


... beep... beep... beep... 


What’s that? There’s a tube, a thin tube, and what feels like a needle. He presses at it, which 
stings, yet he doesn’t dare pull his hand away from the intrusion in his arm. That shouldn’t be 
there. He doesn’t open his eyes as he resumes picking, eventually lifting his arm just enough 
to get a good purchase on the tape. He needs this out, it shouldn’t be here. The nurse mistook 
him for a patient, that must have happened. 


Just as he’s about to pull, someone grabs his hand and removes his fingers from the needle 
site. They’re talking to him, saying things, words that his brain can’t comprehend right now. 
His head hurts a little, but he has dealt with worse. He’s mostly stuck in the whirls of 
confusion, unsure of exactly where he is and why. His mouth opens, his lungs inhale more of 
the stale, soggy oxygen full of a strange stench. He thinks he makes a face, but he doesn’t 
know. His hand feels closer to his chest than it did prior, and suddenly he feels skin against 
his fingertips. It’s not his skin, it’s someone else’s skin; they’re cold, and their skin is rough. 
That’s a hand. He’s touching a hand, and that hand is not his own, and that hand is bigger 
than his own, and that hand is not trustworthy. He shoves it away, but it comes back, resting 
on his wrist. Again, he tries to push it away, desperate to get away from the danger. 


A voice says, “Kyle, Kyle, it’s okay, it’s just me.” 


Kyle’s eyes open, though he doesn’t remember closing them. He sees the faint gray-beige of 
a familiar room. There’s a tiny television up in the top corner, suspended by the ceiling, and it 
plays a muted rerun of Terrance & Philip. He doesn’t trust it. He has to get up, he has to go 
home, he has to— 


“No, stay in bed, son,” says the voice. “You have to stay in bed, okay? Can you hear me?” 


Kyle looks over at the source of the voice. He expects to see the round face of someone he 
hates, or the concerned expression of his best friend, or the damn-near constant grin of the 
idiot who won’t leave him alone, but he sees none of those. As the bleariness fades and the 
sensation of thick cotton distances for a second of clarity, Kyle sees the graying hair, goatee 
and telltale yarmulke of his father, who sits at Kyle’s bedside. “Dad?” Kyle asks, surprised by 
the croak of his own voice. Gerald nods, firmly rubbing Kyle’s shoulder in a familiar gesture. 
As the seconds draw on, Kyle finds the headache coming to the surface more sharply. He’s 
able to think a little clearer, but he’s still perplexed. He turns his head, examining the corner 
where a reclining chair sits. There’s a mussed blanket draped over it, but no one sits there. 
Inexplicably, Kyle becomes frightened. “I don’t— J—” 


“Shh, it’s okay,” Dad tells him, still rubbing Kyle’s shoulder. “You’re just in the hospital, 
everything is going to be alright... do you remember what happened?” 


“Eric knows, he—” and the words don’t even make sense to Kyle’s own ears, which must 
attest to how crazy it sounds to everyone else involved. Not that many people are here 
listening to his exhausted ramblings. Because that’s what he is— Kyle is exhausted. From the 
exertion he has put himself through, physically and emotionally, he is dead tired. He hasn’t 
been able to sleep well in weeks, and the evidence of his troubles has surfaced on his face and 
around his eyes. Whats the matter, bubbeh? You're starting to look like a raccoon! Kyle 
blinks back tears that burn his eyes. “I was— Eric read...” 


“You had a bad dream,” Dad says, speaking in a low, soothing tone that Kyle is unused to. 
“Eric wasn’t there, son, you had a hypoglycemic episode at school today and I brought you to 
the hospital, everything is under control.” 


Kyle latches onto his father’s sleeve when he moves to pull his arm away. Dad takes the hint 
and allows his hand to remain on Kyle’s shoulder. Surrounded by the sights and smells of a 
hospital, that’s the only thing Kyle is able to draw comfort from. He remembers Eric driving 
him here in the middle of the night, and he remembers the ordeal. He remembers trying to 
choke Eric and he remembers fighting for freedom and being shoved out of the car. His head 
throbs, once, in remembrance. In that moment, Kyle’s eyes go wide. He disobeyed Eric. He 
drank apple juice and how they’re pumping him full of a saline dextrose solution and he has 
failed. Eric was probably trying to kill Kyle. That was probably the point. Kill Kyle to save 
Kyle’s mother. An eye for an eye. A life for a life. 


If Eric couldn’t kill Kyle this way, then he’s going to find another way to do it— or he’s 
going to go through with finishing the deed and cut off Mom’s life and then there will truly 
be no point to existing because he’d already failed. Hot tears try to fall, and Kyle fights to 
force them back, but he doesn’t succeed. They fill his eyes and drip down when he blinks, 
creating warm, wet tracks that dry with the air as soon as they’re free of the droplets. He 
sniffs, mucous collecting in his airways. 


“Dad,” Kyle whispers, his voice shaky and cracking. Dad just keeps rubbing Kyle’s shoulder, 
gives a gentle nod, signifying he’s listening— or maybe just signifying that he’s being 
comforting, Kyle doesn’t know. Either way, he breaks down. The walls he’d been trying to 
hard to stay up are navigated by his conscious. He finds a weak spot in the foundation and 
tries to reach through for help. “Daddy, I’m scared.” 


He feels like a toddler, calling his father Daddy like that. He hasn’t said that in years— it had 
to have been over a decade at this point, he’d never really made a habit out of it once he got 
to the age of six. If he were put together enough to be embarrassed by such a thing, he 
wouldn’t be confessing such another thing in the first place. But sometimes, things get so 
tight and packed and pressed that no amount of compartmentalizing can keep them inside. 


And sometimes, even the strongest need to ask for help. 


Gerald hushes Kyle, the pad of his thumb working soothing circles over the bone of his 
shoulder. With wide, wet eyes, Kyle stares up at his father, waiting for his dad to do 
something like he would when Kyle was very young and afraid of mermaids crawling in 
through the shower drain, or when Kyle was very young and frightened because of the 
thunderstorm shaking the house. He waits for comfort, or for his dad to read his mind and 
know what to do and when to do it but he doesn’t. Because Gerald is only human, and Kyle’s 
call for help, however begging and pleading, is not nearly explicit enough. So Gerald does 
the only thing he likely feels he knows how; he keeps rubbing Kyle’s shoulder, and he places 
his other hand, supportive, just above Kyle’s IV, and he says, “There’s nothing to be scared 
of, you’re going to be okay.” 


Kyle swallows thickly. He contemplates saying more. He tries to build the courage to say the 
things he really needs to. He thinks about the very first instance where he truly felt fearful, 
when Eric pinned him to a sink and made him look himself in the mirror. He can still feel it if 


he focuses, and sometimes he can feel it when he doesn’t focus. He wonders if that’s normal, 
and he wonders if Eric broke something in him. He thinks about Eric kicking kicking kicking 
him under the table, and he thinks about each and every time he felt the impact without the 
pain afterward. He thinks about Eric throwing him out of the 2006 Ford Fusion. He thinks 
about Eric telling him not to eat, and he thinks about the relief he had felt at the task. He 
thinks about Eric reading out a section of Kyle’s notebook to the entire cafeteria. He thinks 
about the fact that Eric has complete and utter control over Mom’s life. 


His throat itches— no, burns— to speak, to be honest, to tell the truth. To say I’m not afraid 
of dying, I’m afraid of living or to say Eric is hurting me or to say Eric is hurting Mom and I 
know it sounds crazy but it’s the truth or to say Eric pushed Ike onto the curb and hurt him 
and then Eric stepped on and broke Mom s favorite brooch, the one of the flower with the 


little jewels in it, the one she doesnt ever wear but she keeps in that fake red-velvet lined 
mahogany jewelry box. 


Maybe it’s a little obvious, but he says none of that. And maybe it’s a little funny, but in the 
terror that he feels in the face of the ability to confess so much, Kyle discovers the courage to 
be open and honest about something he has been hiding since he hit puberty. “Dad,” he says, 
the silence immobile in the atmosphere of the hospital room. “Dad, I’m gay.” 
And Dad says, “I know, Kyle, it’s okay.” 
And Eric says 

Good boy. 


So Kyle can do this alone. 
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The next time Kyle awakes, his father is gone and there’s a nurse prodding at the sore skin of 
his left elbow. He must stir obviously, as she quickly apologizes in a soft voice and fills him 
in on the fact that Dad left to make a call, and he would be back shortly. Kyle pays little 
attention to the intention of relaxation behind her words, and instead allows himself to recede 
into the depths of his own mind. She places a cotton ball over the little tiny, almost invisible 
hole that now resides in his arm, and tapes it down with a bandage. It reminds him of having 
gotten blood drawn— which he has had done on more than one occasion, for more than one 
reason— and momentarily, he is a little woozy. Since he is already laying down, there is no 
way for him to relax further and soothe himself out of the threat of a vasovagal or syncopal 
reaction. Even so, the moment of dizziness passes, and he’s awake and more refreshed than 
he has been in what feels like years. 


“Thanks,” he says, just to be polite, though he really doesn’t know what exactly he’s thanking 
her for. He has a feeling she’s the nurse that’s been checking in on him, though, and for that 
he supposes he is grateful. She smiles at him. 


“Doctor Rivera will be in shortly to speak to you and your father,” she tells him, and that gets 
him a little uncomfortable. Even so, he nods. That’s protocol. A hypoglycemic episode bad 
enough to require a hospital visit is definitely a hypoglycemic episode worthy of a consult. 
The last time it got this bad, he was just a kid and he didn’t fully grasp the fact that this shit 
could be genuinely dangerous. He got it in the little kid way, sure, but it mostly just felt like 
rules, and Kyle hit the rebellion phase early. Apparently a hunger strike is not a good way to 
go about protesting diabetes if you have diabetes. Either way, he remembers getting a visit by 
Doctor Rivera and getting a firm talking-to about the importance of sticking to the 
medication regimen and meal plan. 


Kyle expects the nurse to leave, but she doesn’t. She retrieves a meter from the table attached 
to the hospital bed, sticks a strip into it, and the next thing Kyle knows, she’s wiping his 
finger off with an alcohol wipe and pricking his finger. Now that is something he hasn’t had 
to have done since he was really little, and now that he’s living through it again, he realizes 
he rather likes the independence of being able to do it on his own. A few seconds later, the 
ordeal is done and she has deposited the medical waste into the big scary trashcan next to the 
door that reads BIOHAZARD. Lovely. Now Kyle is a biohazard. 


“Sorry that was sudden,” the nurse— a glance at her hospital-issued metal name tag reveals 
her name to be Lauren Simmons (with the very professional engraving beneath it that she is, 
in fact, a REGISTERED NURSE)— says, stripping off the lilac-colored latex gloves she’d 
apparently had on this whole time. She gives him an apologetic smile, though he’s honestly 
not bothered. Those gloves go into the trash, too. “I just kind of figured you knew the drill.” 


“Yeah, I do,” Kyle says. “I’m going to assume the IV helped my blood sugar get out of the 
gutter?” 


“It definitely did,” Nurse Simmons replies. She sidles up to the computer and enters in a 
password. He observes in a bored fashion, unsure of where else he’s supposed to look. 
Fortunately, she doesn’t seem to mind. She has a perpetual little smile on her face, and in 
some ways, it’s a little sweet. It helps make him feel a little less like shit, at the very least. 
She types in some numbers, and he assumes that she’s recording his blood sugar in his digital 
chart, or something. She glances over at him, her blond ponytail shifting a little with the 
action. “I have to say, I rarely see teenagers come in with such low glucose levels... did you 
skip breakfast?” 


Kyle, for a moment, doesn’t know what to say. He supposes honesty is the best policy, but at 
the same time, he doesn’t want to dig himself into a hole by letting everyone know he 
purposefully skipped eating. “Yeah,” he says, hoping his pause didn’t come off in a 
suspicious manner. When Nurse Simmons looks like she’s about to give him another one of 
those firm talking-to’s, he quickly adds: “I didn’t mean to, it just kind of happened— I had a 
test this morning and I couldn’t afford to be late.” 


Nurse Simmons nods, seemingly understanding, and goes back to the computer. She types up 
something else, her fingers moving quickly over the keyboard. The clicks are loud, though 
she has her nails cut short and they don’t tap too sharply on the plastic. Nails tapping on 
things is a sure-fire way to get him annoyed, if he’s in the wrong mood. “What about lunch?” 
she asks, and Kyle finds himself thinking that she might just ask all the questions he expects 
Doctor Rivera to do later. At his silence, she glances back over. “You skipped that, too, didn’t 
you?” 


“Well, I was nauseous,” Kyle says, and while that’s not exactly a lie, it’s not at all the reason 
he didn’t eat. He can deal with nausea, and he knows how to help it go away if it gets too 
bad. The thing he can’t deal with is the feeling of fullness that intrudes on him every time he 
swallows a bite of something. It’s one of those things he won’t be able to avoid forever, of 
course; he won’t be able to do much of anything if he tries to go for another stupid fast. He 
makes the decision to monitor his blood sugar closely and eat just enough to keep him from 
getting way too low— and only eat full meals if he absolutely has to and can’t get out of it. 
It’s kind of strange, really. Such a line of thought is hardly conscious, at this point. It’s just a 
very casual yep, that’s what I'll do from now on. 


“I’m sure you know that nausea is a symptom of hypoglycemia,” Nurse Simmons says. 


“Yeah, but I wasn’t exactly thinking straight at the time,” Kyle says. “Lunch ended hardly 
five minutes before I passed out.” 


Which is totally embarrassing, now that he thinks about it. Christ, what even happened? His 
memory of that situation is so foggy, and the few images and videos of the event pass by in 
an almost hyper-speed-esque fashion in his mind. He can’t pinpoint the specifics of what was 
said by anyone involved. He definitely remembers Stan walking away, though— and he 
definitely remembers everything Eric did in the cafeteria. His skin tingles with the memory 
of being grabbed; it makes him shudder. 


“When can I get out of here?” Kyle asks. Nurse Simmons, finally clicking out of the 
computer terminal, doesn’t turn to face him when she responds. 


“Doctor Rivera wants to keep you overnight for observation,” Nurse Simmons says. To that 
news, Kyle’s heart drops to the floor. He doesn’t want to stay here. At all. 


“But my levels are normal now, right?” 


“Yes, they’re normal now, but she’s concerned that they were so low in the first place,” Nurse 
Simmons replies. She finally turns, fully facing him, a look of sympathy on her face. “We 
just want to make absolute sure everything is okay before we send you home.” 


“Okay,” Kyle says. “That makes sense.” 


But he says so with a frown. Just because he understands where the medical professionals are 
coming from doesn’t mean he agrees with them, nor does it mean he has to be very happy 
with their decision. He knows his dad would never discharge him AMA, what with Mom 
going through everything that she’s going through. Kyle getting really sick at home, on the 
off chance that something was very wrong with him— which there isn t, but Dad doesn’t 
know that— is much closer to a possible death-sentence than anyone is comfortable with. 
Except Kyle, probably. Kyle is fine with it. 


Then again, that might be because he knows what’s going on with himself. 
“How are you feeling?” she asks. “Are you nauseous at all now, or do you have a headache?” 


“No, I’m feeling okay,” he says. He doesn’t know if that’s exactly the truth, though. The 
horrible ill feeling he’d been fighting through most of today has disappeared, of course, but 
there’s still this lingering, mildly nauseous feeling. After a quick check-in, though, he 
discovers that such a feeling is likely due to him having not eaten anything at all today, unless 
apple juice suddenly counts as a meal. Goodness knows it felt like it. 


“Can I get you anything?” she asks. “A blanket, some water, or do you need to use the 
restroom?” 


“Uh, no,” he replies, and this time he’s certain. Even if he did have to use the restroom, he 
would do so on his own without the help of a nurse. That’s where he draws the line. No one 
gets to hover while he’s trying to take a piss, thank you very much. “I think I can manage on 
my own.” 


“Alright,” she says. “Just press the call button if you need anything.” 


Nurse Simmons gives him a small nod, which he returns politely before she turns and leaves 
the room. He is alone in this monotone hospital room, surrounded only by the blank walls 
and a thick curtain that is bunched up, not drawn to hide the nothing that’s currently going 
on. For a few minutes, he simply observes the goings-on of the station outside of Kyle’s 
hospital room. Now with adequate time to breathe and think, Kyle finds himself a little 
overwhelmed at having been genuinely admitted into the hospital for something as simple as 
low blood sugar, even if his levels did get... apparently surprisingly low, in the amount of 
time before he arrived and got hooked up to a drip. His arm still hurts a little, but it’s a mild 
sting rather than the throbbing ache he kind of remembers from before he fainted for real. 
Also, there’s a different reasoning for such a pain. He still doesn’t understand the source of 
the earlier sensation. Ultimately, he decides worrying about it is nonessential. Kyle turns his 
head to look out the window. 


It’s snowing. Pretty hard, too. It looks like the weather is bordering on a snowstorm. 


Kyle perks up when he hears a noise at the door, not dissimilar to a knock. When he looks 
over, he’s met by the sight of Kenny and Ike, the latter of which runs over faster than Kyle 
can think. Ike dives onto the bed, attaching himself to Kyle with a harsh hug. He’s basically 
laying on top of Kyle, at this point, which is really not very comfortable. When Ike was little, 
he was significantly lighter. But he’s not a baby anymore, and Kyle can’t carry him around 
the way he used to. Or kick him the way he used to, not that he would ever do that today. 
Kyle’s ability to empathize and care for other people has definitely matured as he’s gotten 
older. 


“Don’t ever scare me like that again!” Ike exclaims, finally sliding off of Kyle to give him a 
stern look. His tone is basically scolding, which is exactly the type of thing Kyle expects 
from his little brother. Now standing at Kyle’s bedside, Ike puffs up his chest and crosses his 
arms, glaring in a very overly-dramatic manner. 


“Ike, calm down, I’m fine,” Kyle says, playfully nudging Ike in the forehead. Ike whacks 
Kyle’s hand away, though that gesture is just as brotherly. “Who brought you here, anyway?” 


With that question hanging in the air, Kyle gives Kenny a questioning look. “Don’t look at 
me, man,” Kenny says, shrugging. “I found the li’l tyke talkin’ up a storm in the waiting 
room.” 


Kyle makes a face. “Talking up a—?” 


“T walked!” Ike says, throwing his arms up into the air in a grand gesture, almost like he’s 
proud of himself. In disbelief, Kyle gives Ike a once-over and sure enough, there’s snow 
tracks on his boots and wet spots peppering his heavy winter coat. Although Ike walked here, 
he still has lung capacity the size of Texas. “I got home and I called you because you weren’t 
there but Kenny answered and he told me you were here so I walked here because it was nice 
out!” 


Kyle glances out the window once more. “Ike, it’s storming.” 


For a second, Ike only responds with silence and the occasional blink. Then, he becomes 
animated again, apparently having thought up a new line to go with. “Okay, I walked here 


because I didn’t have a ride.” 

“Jesus, Ike, does Dad know you’re here?” 
Ike proudly exclaims, “Nope!” 

“You’re impossible,” Kyle says with a sigh. 


In the following lull, everyone gets comfortable. Ike crawls back up into Kyle’s hospital bed, 
but he doesn’t try to initiate another death hug. He simply sits at the foot of the bed, much 
like he does every time they visit Mom. Kenny goes ahead and plops himself down in the 
empty recliner between the bed and the window. Kyle can’t see the view of the storm quite as 
easily with Kenny’s head in the way, but that doesn’t matter much. Storms are storms, big or 
small. There’s a solid few minutes in which no one says anything, simply sitting in the quiet 
of the room and relaxing after the stress of such a crazy day. Kyle is still having some 
difficulties understanding the extent of exactly what happened. It almost feels like something 
out of a soap opera that’s particularly heavy on the drama. It’s kind of funny to think this is 
his life. 


“Sooo,” Kenny eventually pipes up, drawing out the vowel. He crosses one leg over the 
other, leaning casually on the arm of the chair. “What’s your deal with Stan? Was that 
because you were lethargic, or are you two fightin’?” 


Kyle sighs again at the mention of Stan and him going through something rocky. He wouldn’t 
say they’re fighting, exactly, but he can’t exactly say they’re not, can he? If he does, he’ ll 
have to go in-depth about what’s going on. He can’t do that. It doesn’t feel safe. Kyle doesn’t 
want anyone to find out about this crap, he really doesn’t. The last thing he needs is Eric 
finding out other people know. Then... well, Kyle doesn’t want to think about that. 


Kyle’s silence must register as conflict with Kenny— which isn’t an inaccurate assumption 
—, since he decides to ask: “Or is it, like, complicated? Are you two canoodling and having 
intimacy issues?” 


Kyle leaps out of his relaxed laying position, covering Ike’s ears with his palms. Ike protests 
with a sharp, “Hey!” 


“Kenny, what the hell?” Kyle hisses, ignoring the fact that Ike is trying to pull Kyle’s hands 
away. “Does everyone know?” 


“Does everyone know what?” Kenny asks. “That you’re gay? Well, yeah, kinda obvious, 
you’re the only one who has shown zero interest in chicks.” 


“I can still hear what you’re talking about, y’know!” Ike exclaims. Exasperated, Kyle lets go 
of Ike’s head and leans back again, crossing his arms over his chest. Ike sticks his tongue out 
at Kyle, and Kyle glares at him. 


“Me not showing interest in one team does not mean I swing for the other,” Kyle says, maybe 
a little defenstve— but who wouldn’t be? This is kind of personal, and it’s not like he wants 
to go around gallivanting the fact that he’s into... ugh, okay, stop thinking. Stop thinking. 


“You're totally right, my dude, it don’t mean shit,” Kenny says. His expression becomes 
thoughtful, and he makes a show at glancing up at the ceiling, stroking his chin. “I was 
considering the fact that you were totally ace, but then you popped one for Mister-Hot-Shot- 
TM back in sophomore year and I figured, yeah, hes gay.” 


Kyle stares at Kenny incredulously, his eyes narrow and mouth slightly open. He doesn’t 
even know how to take what he just heard. “Excuse me? I did what now?” he asks, more than 
a little snappish. Kenny opens his mouth to speak, but then he glances at Ike and thinks better 
of it. Yeah, Kyle thinks, rolling his eyes. Didn t fucking think so. 


Kenny shifts in the chair, uncrossing his legs and resting his elbows on his knees in a casual 
lean forward. Kyle makes a point to not look at Kenny, and instead occupies his vision with 
examining the door frame of the hospital room. The area outside is basically empty; he sees a 
nurse hovering near one of the other rooms on the opposite side of the nurse’s station, but 
that’s about it. “Look, Kyle,” Kenny says. “It ain’t that big of a deal—” 


“Speak for yourself,” Kyle snaps, turning abruptly to face Kenny. He reacts so quickly, 
Kenny’s expression reads that he doesn’t fully know how to react. Kyle doesn’t care; he 
blurts something he hadn’t even realized he’d been warring over until the words pass his 
mouth and his thoughts confirm it afterward: “You’re not the one dealing with the fact that 
you won’t have kids of your own.” 


The expression on Kenny’s face goes sympathetic. It makes Kyle angry, so he looks away 
again. He counts the tiles on the floor without even realizing he’s doing it. Slowly, Kenny 
says, “What do you mean? There’s always surrogacy or adoption—” 


“It’s not the same,” Kyle says, suddenly finding that he has crossed his arms over his chest. 
Without thinking about it, he’s blocking himself off. The more he thinks about it, the more it 
bothers him; not his crossed arms, but the... kid thing. He never really considered himself to 
be extraordinarily passionate about having a family of his own, but with a clear head and a 
strange veil of safety hovering over him in a hospital with cameras and security, Kyle can’t 
help but feel a little... sad. Maybe that’s bad of him, or maybe it’s a stupid thing to be upset 
about, but he can’t help it, for goodness’ sake. He wants to find someone he loves and he 
wants to be able to pass down their respective family lines together. He doesn’t want to miss 
out on that. 


It just feels so... instinctual. 
But he’s just not built right. 


Not that he’ll have kids, anyway. As long as Eric is around, he’ll never have children. Hell, as 
long as Eric is around, it might be a good idea to stay single. Eliminate all possibilities of 
Eric hurting any more people. 


Eric won’t be satisfied until Kyle is taken care of, whether that means death or a fate worse— 
but Kyle refuses to give up. He will win or he will die trying. That’s the point of Eric’s game. 


That fucking stupid little game... 


“I had no idea you were so... like, conflicted, about it,” Kenny says, startling Kyle out of his 
thoughts. Kyle turns to look at Kenny, giving Ike a curious, passing glance as he does. Ike has 
this weird expression on his face, one that Kyle can’t really put into words. 


“T’m not conflicted about it,” Kyle says. “It’s fucking plain and simple: I don’t want to be 
gay, okay? I didn’t ask for this crap, I didn’t ask to be unable to pass down my family line, I 
didn’t ask.” 


Kenny has nothing to say to that, and Kyle doesn’t expect him to. Kyle takes a moment to 
examine the bandage over the crook of his elbow. He recalls trying to pull out his IV. “No 
one asks, Kyle,” Kenny suddenly says. Kyle looks up, brows furrowed again. 


“Excuse me?” 


“No one asks to be dealt the cards we’re dealt,” Kenny says. His words seem a little sharp, 
but his tone is anything but; in fact, he sounds purely comforting. “That’s why being able to 
roll with the punches and still stay cool is an attractive trait, dude, it’s something not 
everyone can do.” 


Kyle doesn’t know the exact thing Kenny is trying to get at, but it still presses on a nerve 
somewhere that tempts Kyle’s eyes to start watering. Kyle hugs himself, remaining as silent 
as he can. 


“Ts it a romantic thing?” Kenny asks, finally changing the subject slightly. “With Stan, I 
mean?” 


“Stan isn’t gay,” Kyle says, ignoring the fact that that may be a lie. He’s not outing his best 
friend. There’s quiet. A stiff quiet, an uncomfortable quiet— and Kyle is suddenly very much 
upset with the fact that they’re in a hospital talking about his stupid sexuality, of all things. 
Kyle knows it’s not something he’s supposed to be ashamed of, but it’s just a very deep- 
rooted hurt that he wishes someone could understand. He knows that someone out there does 
— that’s what they tell people who are hurting, right? You ’re not alone. But Kyle can’t help 
but feel that way when he hasn’t met anyone who really... gets it. 


Kyle really wants someone who gets it. 


But that is selfish, isn’t it? Kyle has plenty of people who love and care for him, and if he 
tried to open up, they would be sympathetic and understanding and listen to him. But part of 
him doesn’t really want that. He just wants... 


“You like him, don’t you?” Kenny asks, voice very quiet. 
“Don’t,” Kyle says. “Just don’t.” 


Kyle thinks back to when he had woken up the first time, when his father was rubbing his 
shoulder and doing that supportive dad thing. The way he’d been so comforting and had 
simply said J know when Kyle confessed to being gay. In some ways, it feels like a weight 
has been lifted off of him. That doesn’t mean he’s free of burdens, though. He’s still covered 
with a thick, weighted blanket of secrecy. It’s scary in the way that secrets can be. He fears he 


may overstep something and end up going into a danger zone. He’s afraid he might die, 
maybe, but such a fear is far away. He fears Eric, he supposes, but he refuses to let the fear 
paralyze him. 


Kyle thinks to just before he’d fallen asleep again. Stan had texted him. Stan had asked where 
he was. Stan just wanted to make sure Kyle was okay, and Kyle blew him off like he was 
little more than a pest he found underneath his porch. 


Now that Kyle fears. 


In the gradually-dimming hospital room, Kyle finds that he hears noises. The beeping of the 
machines, certainly, and the ticking of a clock. There’s a mild ringing coming from 
somewhere, but it’s so quiet Kyle is certain it’s just an onset of mild tinnitus. He hears 
breathing. Kenny’s is almost silent, but his brother’s is less careful. Kyle feels his heartbeat, 
but only if he focuses on it. Then, in the quiet clamor of all of these noises, Kyle hears a shift. 


And then Ike asks, “Are you anorexic?” 


It doesn’t take long for Kyle to come up with an answer. “No,” Kyle says. He thinks about 
the time he lost control of how much he ate, which still feels weird and he can’t exactly wrap 
his head around it. He doesn’t understand how his blood sugar got so low after such a thing. 
He finds himself gazing at the outline of his arms and wrists. “That’s stupid.” 


“T’m going to take a piss,” Kenny says, and he’s gone before anyone realizes he spoke. 


Ike doesn’t take Kyle’s answer. “You got here by not eating,” he says. “You’re getting thin 
and you keep telling me you’re eating, but I haven’t actually seen you eat since that orange 
you had two days ago.” 


“Yesterday,” Kyle corrects. “I had it yesterday morning, that was yesterday.” 
Ike only frowns and asks, “Why’d you keep track of that?” 


Kyle doesn’t have an answer. Fortunately enough for him, he doesn’t seem to need one. Ike 
seems more or less fine with the silence, though his gaze is glued to the water-peppered tiles, 
lingering footprints from Ike’s arrival in such dirty snow boots. Ike isn’t frowning, but he’s 
not smiling, either. Kyle doesn’t expect him to do either, though he does have the distinct 
urge to find a way to make Ike happy. He certainly doesn’t look thrilled to be here. After 
more than ten minutes of silence (and realizing that Kenny isn’t coming back, nor is their 
father), Kyle suggests that Ike can walk home if he would like to. Ike says nothing to that, 
which is enough for Kyle to get the hint that Ike doesn’t plan on going anywhere. 


It’s somewhere within this newfound silence that Kyle daydreams. Nothing in particular 
comes to his mind; he simply allows his vision to fall out of focus and his eyes to gently 
droop. Perhaps a more accurate description of this would be dozing, but it doesn’t much 
matter. In fact, nothing much matters to him for a very long while. When he rouses himself 
from the strange half-sleep, he does so due to external stimuli. A nurse comes in, and after a 
few seconds of watching, he recognizes her as Nurse Simmons. Her blond hair is 
unmistakable. Another unmistakable thing is the fact that she brought insulin with her. 


“Whoa,” Kyle says, suddenly feeling significantly more awake. Both Ike and Nurse Simmons 
look over at him. He smiles though he really doesn’t want to, pointing to the syringe in Nurse 
Simmons’ hand. “What’s that for? I came in here for hypoglycemia, not hyperglycemia.” 


Nurse Simmons chuckles. “Your food will be down soon, don’t worry,” she says. She 
approaches with the supplies, lifting the table attached to the bed back up and resting them on 
the surface. Alcohol wipes, clean syringe with insulin, the whole nine fucking yards. He 
swallows thickly. 


“What? I don’t remember asking for food,” he says. Ike gives him a look and Nurse 
Simmons’ smile fades just a little. 


“That’s true, you didn’t ask for it,” Nurse Simmons says. “But you are on a plan, Kyle, and 
we need to respect that... have you been skipping nighttime meals?” 


This time, she’s giving him this look. He doesn’t like that look. It’s a look that says she’s 
catching on, a look that says she’s suspicious, a look that’s concerned about his food intake 
and a look that frustrates him more than it reassures him. He decides that he hates that look. 
“I haven’t been skipping nighttime meals,” he says, and maybe he’s a bit more snappish than 
he should be, but— 


“He is,” Ike blurts, startling Kyle. Almost immediately, a cold nervous flush floods through 
him. He doesn’t have enough forethought to glare, and maybe that’s a good thing, in some 
respects. Nurse Simmons furrows her brows in a very small way. Such an expression is so 
soft, so trained, that Kyle genuinely wonders if it was his imagination. He knows, however, 
that it’s not. Before she can start to ask questions, Kyle pipes up. 


“I do not skip meals,” he says. “That’s stupid, I’m not trying to risk my life, here, okay? I’ve 
just been eating when you happen to be away.” 


“That’s not—” Kyle shoots Ike a glare, hoping for the sake of his sanity that he gets the hint. 
Fortunately, Ike seems to, and he goes silent. Nurse Simmons does not look impressed. 


“Kyle, is something going on?” she asks, because of course she does. He shakes his head and 
holds out his hand, waiting for her to hand over the insulin so he can inject himself with the 
stupid stuff. She doesn’t. She only shakes her head and purses her lips.“‘Unfortunately, this is 
something I have to do.” 


“What?” Kyle asks. “Why?” 


“It’s just protocol,” she says, though her mouth goes tight afterward. She asks for his arm, 
and he rolls up the sleeve of his shirt so she has access to his bicep. She wipes the injection 
site with an alcohol towelette and then there’s that familiar prick and sting. 


And it’s in. 


She places a bandaid over that injection site, too, though he’s almost certain that’s just a 
formality. She packs everything up, reminds him that another nurse will be back with the 
food very soon, and then she leaves. As he watches her go, he feels distinctly overwhelmed. 


His thoughts burst from the previous calm of being okay to the frantic knowledge of needing 
to eat whatever they give him. His first instinct is to say he can just dismiss himself to the 
bathroom, but he knows he can’t do that. He wouldn’t be able to get rid of it, at least. His 
head swims. He rubs at the bandaid on his arm and tries to think of a way out. Of course, 
there is none. 


“Hey, Kyle?” Ike asks, looking at him with wide, almost dangerously curious eyes. Kyle 
hums, urging him to continue. “Do you... not think of me as your brother?” 


To that, Kyle doesn’t know what to say. It’s such a shocking, out of the blue question that it 
takes a few seconds for him to get his bearings. ““What? Ike of course I think of you as my 
brother— where is this coming from?” 


“I just...” Ike says, and Kyle immediately thinks the worst. He thinks Eric found Ike and said 
something to him. That’s his first instinct. But then Ike says, “About the thing you said 
earlier, wanting kids of your own.” 


That hits Kyle firmly in the heart. He can’t explain it. There’s just something weirdly painful 
about the fact that his first thought was to blame Eric, but it had really been himself that hurt 
Ike. 


“I... I don’t know,” Ike says, appearing discouraged. He looks down. “Maybe I’m just being 
sensitive.” 


Kyle frowns. “You’re not being sensitive— not in a bad way, at least,” he says. Ike doesn’t 
reply. “Ike, if you want to talk about it, we can.” 


Ike messes with the sleeves of his jacket, pulling them down over his hands only to let the 
sleeves return to their original position. “I just—” but then he cuts off again, his eyes lowered 
and searching the air like he can’t figure something out. “I just can’t help but wonder, 
sometimes, if... I really belong.” 


There’s silence, and Ike shifts in obvious discomfort. He looks like he’s about to get up and 
leave. Kyle opens his mouth to speak, but Ike pipes up before he gets the chance to ruin this 
by saying anything. 


“And don’t tell me I do, because I know I do, like I logically know this is home and it’s never 
been anywhere other than home but there’s still this part of me, Kyle, and I don’t like that 
part of me and I...” Ike pauses to swallow, suddenly going very still and quiet. His 
expression gains this look, one that borders on zombie-like, one that Kyle has only ever seen 
on Stan. Ike whispers an admission, like he’s confessing: “I want it to go away.” 


Kyle doesn’t know what to say. He doesn’t know how to fix it, and he doesn’t know how to 
make it better, and he doesn’t know what to do to make it okay. The more he thinks about it, 
though, the more he comes to realize that Ike isn’t looking for someone to tell him how to fix 
it. He’s looking for someone to talk to and vent to and listen, and hear him and be there at the 
very least. Kyle may not be the best at expressing his feelings, and he may not be the best at 
comforting people who are feeling sad, but he knows enough to understand responding 
verbally isn’t always necessary. 


He scoots forward, ignoring the miscellaneous cords and things from the bed’s remote. Ike 
doesn’t look up. That’s fine, though. Kyle doesn’t need him to. 


Kyle pulls Ike into a hug. Ike’s coat is still a little damp from the outdoors excursions, but the 
majority of the melted snow has dried by now. It takes a few seconds, but Ike eventually 
warms up to the hug. Ike leans into it, returning it more or less, though Kyle doesn’t mind. 
He just hopes what he wants to get across will get across. 


When they let the hug die out, Kyle doesn’t move back up to the bed. He stays right where he 
is, settled next to Ike at the foot of the hospital bed. He keeps a reassuring hand on Ike’s back 
— not really doing anything with it, just letting it rest there. There’s a moment where they 
look at each other, and Kyle’s instinct to protect as any sibling would have resurrects. “I’m 
sorry for saying what I said,” Kyle says. Ike shrugs, obviously trying to just brush it off, but 
Kyle makes the executive decision not to leave it alone. “I’m serious, I’m sorry, I wasn’t 
thinking.” 


“It’s fine,” Ike says. 
“It’s not fine if it hurt you,” Kyle says. 


“Tt didn’t hurt me, you don’t hurt me.” Ike glances down again. He fidgets with the cuffs of 
his jacket sleeves. They’re too tight; he has to loosen them soon. Ike always forgets to do 
that. Kyle makes a reminder for himself to do that once they get out of here. Tomorrow, 
apparently. Because they’re keeping him for observation, whatever the fuck that means. 
They’re probably not going to even do anything, they’re just going to have him sit silently in 
this dull hospital room until the required twenty-four hours passes and then he’ II be kicked 
out. It’s just a way for the hospital to save its ass. Well, we kept him overnight and he was 


fine! 


Kyle is shocked at his own bitterness. 


“You're not hurting anyone just by being alive,” Ike says. “You’re not a burden, and I wish 
you knew that about yourself.” 


To that, Kyle says nothing. 


A different nurse comes up with the food tray. There’s what looks like chicken and some sort 
of stir-fried rice type of thing. She sets it up on that little pull-up table, asks if he’d like 
anything else, and when he says no, she leaves. It’s just Kyle, Ike, and the plate of food. 


It’s kind of strange, really. Kyle doesn’t know what to do with the meal. He just stares at it 
like it’s an alien and waits for it to disappear. That doesn’t happen, of course. He sits for long 
enough that Ike starts to nag him about the importance of eating after an insulin injection. 
Kyle knows. He doesn’t say anything back, but he knows how important it is. This is just one 
of the times he wishes he wasn’t required to monitor his food intake so strictly. 


Kyle picks up the fork and carefully prods at the small pile of rice. He moves as gently as 
possible, like that will make him look a little less gross for eating in front of people. That’s 
one of his fears, he has realized. He hates eating in front of people. He feels like they’ re 


watching him, or judging him, or waiting for him to slip up somehow. He doesn’t know what 
will happen if they find something to pick on him for, but it just feels like it’s dangerous. 


After a few seconds of poking, Kyle nods. He holds the fork over to Ike and says, “It’s good, 
you should try it.” 


To which Ike points out, deadpan, “You haven’t eaten any of it yet.” 


Yeah. That was stupid. And yet still, Kyle tries to push it. “Okay, fine, but I’m sure it’s good, 
do you want some?” 


“Kyle, it’s hospital food.” 
“Yeah, so? Food is food, nght?” 


Ike gives him a weird look, like he’s not entirely sure of how to take that. In all fairness, Kyle 
isn’t sure how to take it, either. He just knows that there’s no getting out of it, and if there’s 
no getting out of it... 


Kyle looks down at the platter, examining the form of the rice and what appears to be 
slightly-processed chicken. There’s vegetables on the side. He could have the vegetables first 
and drink water so he feels full and then he can use that as an excuse. Right? 


Except there’s still this disgusting knowledge that once he starts he might not be able to stop 
until he’s eaten it all and that’s terrifying. He doesn’t want what happened the other day to 
happen again. He doesn’t want to blur out and eat just for the sake of some weird comfort. 
The portion size on this stupid plate is too big. He doesn’t like the size of the plate, he 
decides. He pushes half of the rice towards one end of the plate, and cuts the chicken in half. 
He puts half of the chicken on the half of the rice that he pushed away. 


That’s more like it, right? Half of this portion is more than enough. He just can’t eat it until 
he finds a way to get rid of the half that he’s not going to eat. If he doesn’t get rid of that part 
first, he’ Il just eat the whole meal. And that’s gross. He holds the fork out to Ike again. 
“C’mon, have some.” 


Ike makes a face. “Kyle—” 


“Dude, there’s enough here for two... besides, you probably haven’t eaten anything since 
lunchtime, right? You must be hungry.” 


“You’re the one who hasn’t eaten since yesterday,” Ike says. 


Kyle wants to deny it, but he can’t. Ike was there for breakfast that morning. They both know 
Kyle didn’t have anything. Kyle had been brought to the hospital right after lunch. Would he 
really have needed hospitalization if he’d have just eaten lunch? Probably not. 


But it’s not that Kyle doesn’t want to eat ever, okay? He just needs to get rid of half of the 
plate so he can eat without feeling guilty about it. It’s very simple, really. Hell, he would go 
ahead and say that he’s getting better because he hasn’t even planned on where and how he’s 


going to puke it. In fact, he would go so far as to say he doesn t plan on puking it. He just 
plans on eating half. 


Even though Eric told him not to eat anything. 
Another little “fuck you” to Eric, Kyle supposes. Another little victory. Another little win. 


“Ike,” Kyle doesn’t even recognize his own voice. He doesn’t think about saying anything, 
but his mouth goes ahead and says shit anyway. Because that’s just where he is, now, 
apparently. Staring at a plate of food that he has split in half and saying things without doing 
any brain work. Not conscious brain work, at least. “I just need you to eat half, okay? I'll eat 
the rest, I promise, I just can’t—” 


He’s saying too much. Kyle is saying way too much and he knows that now, but it’s too late. 
Ike doesn’t look as alarmed as Kyle thought he might. Instead, Ike just looks a little skeptical. 
That skepticism changes slowly, though, adjusting into a small frown and sympathetic eyes. 
Kyle doesn’t like that look. He much prefers the skepticism over the concern. Dare Kyle say, 
the pity. “You’re anorexic, aren’t you,” Ike says, and it isn’t even a question. Kyle knows 
that, but he refuses to acknowledge it. 


“No,” Kyle says. “I’m not anorexic, Ike, I just don’t want to eat all of this.” 
“Then don’t eat all of it,” Ike says. “Why do you need me to eat some?” 


“Because I—” I’m going to lose control again, Ike, I can t do that ““—don’t want it to go to 
waste, okay?” 


And then Kyle adds, defensive: 
“Why don’t you want to eat any of it?” 


“Because it’s not my food,” Ike says. Of course, Kyle can’t argue with that. How could he? 
He might be quick to argue on a normal occasion, but that’s under average circumstances. 
This is not a normal circumstance, nor is his brain currently able to meld too far past the 
realms of logic. Some machine outside of his room beeps, and a very dim orange light 
flickers over one of the doors. He watches as a nurse makes her way over. The light and 
beeping goes away. 


Kyle only has one last resort, a normally spoken, though strangely stiff, “Please.” 


Ike frowns. With that, Kyle gets the hint. Through an ill-at-ease swallow, Kyle cuts the 
chicken into bite-sized pieces and begins to eat. 


It tastes good. It’s nothing special, but it’s pleasant to eat something real with a good taste to 
it. Oranges and salads don’t really cut it in the grand scheme of things, nor do they really feel 
filling. Then again, that’s kind of why he likes eating those things. They’re simple and 
they’re something to eat when everyone else around him is; something to chew and swallow 
just to make sure his blood sugar doesn’t drop to dangerous levels, or just to avoid suspicion 
from other people. 


He eats it all. 


Kyle puts the tray on the stupid table and goes back to the head of the bed, sitting cross- 
legged and staring at his hands. He watches himself fidget with the bandage on his arm, he 
watches himself pull at the hem of his shirt just to feel like he’s actually doing something. 


Another beeping, another light flickering, another pair of feet tracking the hall to the room 
and then it’s silent. 


Ike is saying something, Kyle thinks, but he can’t hear it. He’s too busy swallowing the saliva 
building up inside of his mouth. He’s too busy trying to soothe the itching of his stomach, 
he’s too busy trying to ignore the way he’s full. He’s too busy tuning out the sounds and the 
noises and the things, to hear. But the pressure builds up too much, and his breathing has 
picked up a little. The air is too thin; it doesn’t fill his lungs. He craves home. 


Kyle moves to get out of bed, but he doesn’t even swing both legs over the edge before Ike 
snaps to attention, asking, “Where are you going?” 


“T’m gonna puke,” Kyle says, not looking up. He moves again, but Ike pushes him back into 
bed. Kyle flinches at the contact, eyes wide and unsure of what to do because he’s not 
fucking around here, he genuinely has to vomit. But then Ike comes back with that plastic 
bucket that’s in every hospital room and shoves it into Kyle’s hands. 


“Use that,” Ike says. 


Reluctant, Kyle settles with the stupid plastic bucket in his lap and stares at the bottom of it. 
The material is dyed a pale pink. It’s not exactly a pleasant color, and he’s not a fan. It hurts 
his eyes in the dim lighting. The longer he looks at it, the darker his vision gets. He blinks it 
away, trying to will away the static, trying to ignore and persuade the particles to go away. He 
thinks about Carbon and Nitrogen and Oxygen and Argon— he thinks about Helium and 
Hydrogen and Astatine, and he thinks about Sodium Chloride and Copper (II) Chloride and 
cerulean and blue and pink and the nausea fades away. 


His breathing calms down, and the saliva no longer gathers at a frightening speed. He doesn’t 
even need to spit into the bucket. He feels more or less normal, with the only exception being 
the fact that he has an entire meal in his stomach, and he won’t be able to get it out. Not 
tonight. 


Kyle closes his eyes and relaxes, tipping his head back a bit. He feels the blood rushing, 
throbbing in his cheeks and ears and eyebrows. It hurts. 


“You’re bulimic, aren’t you?” Ike asks. 


Kyle looks at him. Ike is hugging himself, rubbing his arms and rocking back and forth on 
the balls of his feet. His expression isn’t nervous, but his actions are more than a little on the 
anxious side. Kyle wonders why. He opens his mouth to speak, maybe deflect with a useless 
question or two, maybe defend himself in an argument that would be overkill, or maybe to 
say no. Softly, Kyle asks, “Dad isn’t coming back, is he?” 


Ike only looks down at his shoes. 


It hurts more than Kyle thought it would. 
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They send Kyle home the next day with a prescription of a glucagon injection in case of 
emergencies and a suggestion to pick up some glucose tablets from the pharmacy. Since Dad 
appeared to pick him and Ike up, Kyle couldn’t get out of it. He holds the small paper bag in 
his hands tightly all the way home, and he immediately brings it up to his room. He tells Dad 
to bring him to school, while Ike takes the excuse and enjoys a day off. Kyle walks in late, 
signs in at the main office, and rushes off to his fourth period class before he’s marked off for 
any more absences than he’s already attained. He doesn’t like to make a habit of skipping. It 
just pushes him further and further behind, and he really can’t have that happening to him this 
year. He needs to keep his GPA up high enough to successfully meet the requirements of his 
school choices— which have changed, since the revelation that Eric plans on going to New 
York. 


Kyle just has to stay to himself. He has to keep it secret. He can’t write anything about 
colleges down, he can’t actively search up other colleges, he can’t open any e-mails from 
colleges, he can’t do any of that. He can’t so much as whisper the idea to a friend or a family 
member. He has to make sure that this decision— this one thing, this one fucking step in the 
rest of his life— stays his own. Running low on time, he half-asses his worksheet for fourth 
period and turns it in a few seconds after the lunch bell rings. He apologizes but he doesn’t 
wait to hear what she has to say. He doesn’t so much as make eye contact. He feels fuzzy, like 
he’s buzzing around everywhere waiting and watching and thinking about something that 
may or may not happen even though he hasn’t done anything and he doesn’t p/an on doing 
anything. He thinks a big chunk of his fear is of what Eric might ask him to do next, but he 
knows that’s not the entirety of it. 


He enters the cafeteria slightly later than normal and makes his way over to their usual table. 
Kenny and Butters are there, already, as they always are. He sits down in a chair across the 
table from them and pulls his lunch box out of his backpack. Kenny and Butters, sharing a 
bag of potato chips, glance up at Kyle as he settles. Kyle pointedly ignores the strange 
expression Kenny is giving him, and he even more pointedly ignores the way his hands shake 
as he takes out the sandwich he made himself for lunch in the few minutes of downtime 
before Dad took him back to school. Kyle’s arm still aches a bit from where he injected 
himself with insulin some minutes ago. With that knowledge deep in the recesses of his brain, 
he knows he can’t skip this meal. If he does, he’ll be sent right back to the hospital under 


another hypoglycemic attack and he really doesn’t want to have to do that. He can fix himself 
on his own, see? 


Kyle’s eating. Kyle’s fine. 


“Aw, hey, Kyle!” Butters says, leaning forward a bit in his seat. He has this big smile on his 
face, all sunshine-y and bright. For a second— only for a second— Kyle envies Butters’ and 
his apparent perpetual happiness. He tries not to think about it, of course, and decides he’s 
had enough of being all fucked up and sad and shit. There’s still this overwhelming sense of 
nothing will ever get better deep in the center of his chest, but with last night’s dinner, this 
morning’s breakfast, and the initiation of lunch, his brain feels a little less foggy. 


“Hi, Butters,” Kyle says, returning the smile. Kenny sputters, spitting out some of the water 
he’d been sipping. Kyle gives him a sideways glare, finding Kenny’s abrupt action quite 
disgusting. “Dude.” 


“Ho-ly shit, my dudes, he’s back!” Kenny laughs, leaning on the two back legs of his chair. 


“Who’s back?” Kyle asks. Kenny struggles to breathe through the accidental inhalation of 
water droplets, coughing and hacking in raw wheezes. 


“Aw, there there, buddy,” Butters says, patting Kenny on the back. Kenny raises a hand, 
probably as a nonverbal /’m okay gesture, but Butters doesn’t seem to get the gist. He just 
keeps patting, even as he answers for the question Kyle posed to Kenny. “Ken means you’re 
back, Kyle— you’ve been acting awful odd lately, mister, and we weren’t sure what to do... 
but you look okay, now! You’re smiling!” 


Kyle had no idea a smile could be enough to reassure someone everything was okay. He 
didn’t know it had that much power. He gives the two a strange look, watching as Butters 
continues to pat Kenny on the back, even after Kenny has finished with the coughing fit. 
Strangely enough, Kenny doesn’t seem to mind the fact that Butters keeps patting him like a 
dog. In fact, he takes it in stride. He goes so far as to grin this stupid, bright grin, and begin 
patting Butters right back. Kyle rolls his eyes, but continues to watch, grateful for the happy 
distraction as he forces himself to eat his sandwich. 


A few seconds into the silence— or maybe it’s a few minutes, considering Kyle has already 
managed to finish half of the sandwich—, Kenny and Butters cease their stupid brotherly- 
exchange-of-patting and resume their sharing of the potato chips. Kyle contemplates telling 
them they’re stupid, but ultimately decides against it. He has some values he would like to try 
and exercise today. With the reassurance of last night’s issues, he wants to make sure he’s 
there for his little brother as much as possible. Fighting his own brain with the logic of J need 
to eat to be okay is a very strange phenomenon that he doubts he will ever fully be able to 
explain. 


“Hey, uh...” Kenny pipes up, swallowing another swig from his water bottle. Kyle looks at 
him, waiting for him to finish saying whatever it is that’s on his mind. Butters looks up, too. 
Kenny grabs a chip from the bag and picks at it, brushing some of the salt and crumbs off of 
it. Kenny returns Kyle’s eye contact. “I’m glad you’re eating, man, I...” 


There’s quiet. No one says anything. Kyle isn’t sure how to respond, and Butters looks like 
he’s trying to make himself smaller. Kenny has his mouth open, like he’s trying to figure out 
how to continue. Soon enough, though, he finishes. 


“I’m just glad you’re eating.” 


Kyle and Kenny share a little nod. Kyle vaguely remembers when Kenny had stopped by last 
night, following a very energetic and nervous Ike. He remembers the way Kenny spoke to 
him about Kyle being gay, and he remembers that Kenny had dismissed himself rather 
abruptly when Ike blatantly came out with the question of Are you anorexic? Kyle, 
swallowing one of the final bites of his sandwich (and fighting back the urge to run), asks, 
“Hey, Kenny, how are you doing?” 


Kenny, eyes wide and mouth slightly open in shock, looks like he doesn’t know how to 
respond to that. His cheeks pink up a bit, Kyle notices. Abruptly, Kenny glances down at the 
potato chip he’s still fidgeting with and says, “Eh, I’m okay.” 


Kyle doesn’t know how to feel about that, nor does he know if he should believe him. He 
opens his mouth to press a bit more, but he doesn’t get the chance to do so. The air shifts as 
someone sits down next to Kyle, practically dropping their tray down on the surface of the 
table. Kyle, expecting it to be Stan, looks over with the words of an excited greeting on the 
tip of his tongue. 


But the only thing he’s met with is the sight of Eric. 
Kyle goes very still. 


“Sup, nerds,” Eric says, monotone and very much exasperated. Although the observation 
makes Kyle feel sick to his stomach, he can’t help it; he examines the way Eric’s hair is 
mussed, and the way there are the beginnings of dark circles beneath his eyes. Eric messily 
unwraps the burger he grabbed from the lunch line and starts to eat. A few seconds in, 
though, Eric catches on that Kyle has been staring. He stares back, swallowing his bite of 
burger. “The fuck you lookin’ at, Jew? The Jock not enough eye-candy for your gay 
fantasies?” 


There’s a pause. Even Kyle is aware of it, and he’s the one who is suffering from the pure 
freeze of all of his muscles. Swallowing down the saliva, Kyle forces himself to respond in as 
harsh of a tone as he can muster, “Yeah, because I fantasize about fat pieces of shit.” 


“Never know,” Eric says. He tears off a small piece of bread from the burger and throws it at 
Kyle. He barks out a laugh when Kyle unintentionally catches it in the palm of his hand. 
Disgusted, Kyle throws the chunk of bread onto Eric’s tray and wipes his hand free of the 
particles. That gets Eric to laugh even harder. “What, you’re afraid of fucking bread now? 
But God gave that to your people, Kyle, he wouldn’t want you to waste it!” 


“Shut up and go back to doing the only thing you’re good at,” Kyle says. 


“Oh? What’s that? What am I good at?” Eric asks. And as sarcastic as he sounds, there’s also 
a low note to it— like he’s genuinely interested, or something. Like he’s trying to find a way 


to twist what Kyle is about to say into a genuine compliment. Kyle scowls. 


“The only thing you’re good at is eating, you fucking whale,” Kyle says, trying to sound as 
calm as possible, but it’s really not as easy as it seems. Eric’s expression turns purely amused, 
but Kyle pushes it off and finishes the final bite of his sandwich. He brushes his hands free of 
crumbs and withdraws his water bottle, taking a few sips. He has some fruit and a small bag 
of carrots to finish off before he feels like he’ll be able to be done, but even the sandwich is 
enough to tempt him into calling it quits. He refuses to, though. He can’t keep doing this. For 
now, however, he needs a break. The sandwich sits in his stomach like a rock; bread and thick 
carbohydrates feel like glue. He sets his water bottle down and looks at Kenny. “Hey, Kenny, 
can I talk with you outside for a sec?” 


Kenny makes a soft humming noise of agreement, taking a few more chips for the road as he 
pushes himself up. Kyle circles the lunch table just so he can grab Kenny by the fabric of his 
sweater and tug him of near the doors of the cafeteria. After glancing around and making sure 
no one is watching— including lunch monitors— Kyle pushes Kenny out the cafeteria doors 
and follows closely behind. The hallway is silent; everyone is either eating or sitting in a 
classroom. Kenny glances around, his expression appearing more than a little confused. 
“Oh,” Kenny says, popping another chip into his mouth. He crunches on it loudly, his 
eyebrows raising in a thoughtful look. “You literally meant outside, that’s cool, I guess—” 


“Where’s Stan?” Kyle asks. Kenny shuts up, even though their words overlapped a bit at the 
end. Kenny makes a noise. 


“What? Sorry, I didn’t hear you.” 
“Stan,” Kyle repeats. “I— where is he? He’s here, isn’t he?” 


“I... nah, dude, I didn’t see him in first period today,” Kenny says. “I haven’t seen him 
‘round all day, actually, which is weird... I usually see him at least mopin’ ‘round his locker 
in the morning, even though he don’t put anything in that thing... you ever notice that? He 
don’t put shit in there but he prods at it like it’s important to him, or some shit—” 


“Where is he?” Kyle repeats, uninterested in Kenny’s observations. He doesn’t want to be 
rude, but he’s a little... desperate? No, he’s not desperate. He just— it’s weird, with Stan not 
being there, and if no one has seen him all day... Kyle was a dick to him over text yesterday, 
and while Kyle knows it has nothing to do with Stan, Stan doesn’t know that. Stan probably 
thinks it’s all his fault, doesn’t he? Oh, for the love of... Kyle pushes his hand into his pocket, 
but stops before he pulls his phone out. He can’t text Stan. Eric hasn’t given him the go- 
ahead, and— for fuck 5 sake, why does he care what Eric does? Kyle pulls his hand out of his 
pocket, though, and crosses his arms over his chest. “Is he at home? Is he— okay? Have you 
noticed anything recently? I think he’s off his meds, I just have this feeling—” 


“Whoa, back the fuck up, bro,” Kenny says, holding his free hand up in urge of a pause. Kyle 
obeys, shutting his mouth and waiting for Kenny’s continuation. “He’s off his meds? Since 
when?” 


“I don’t— fuck, I don’t know,” Kyle says, and that’s the truth. It was recently. Very recently 
— in fact, it was two nights ago. It had to be. It wasn’t yesterday, but it was the day before 


when Kyle noticed something amiss. “I couldn’t tell you even if I wanted to, not to say I 
don’t want to, but I’m just— look, my point is, I don’t know, okay? But a couple of days ago 
I met him in his driveway and he looked off—” 


“Why would he stop?” Kenny asks. Kyle feels a little trapped, struck by how serious Kenny 
looks and sounds. Kyle swallows. 


“I... I don’t know, I... I called him pathetic,” Kyle says. “And I think that pushed him over 
the edge, I don’t... and with yesterday, I’m just—” 


Kyle cuts off, unsure of what to say, until it builds up and comes out in one breath. 


“T’m afraid he might hurt himself,” Kyle says. “I don’t want him to try that shit again, okay? I 
don’t want him to get hurt, I just want him to be safe, and I need to make sure he’s okay.” 


Kyle doesn’t know where Kenny put those potato chips, but they’re not in his hand anymore. 
There’s a firmness in his eyes, blue and icy, dry in a very blatant way. Kenny’s expression 
reads as unsure; of himself, of the situation, of Stan, Kyle isn’t sure, but there’s something 
uncertain beneath it all. Kyle reaches out and touches Kenny’s arm. Kenny’s gaze snaps to 
Kyle’s. 


“T can’t miss school, Kenny,” Kyle says. With that small statement, Kenny nods, this dip in 
his posture and adjustment in his neck, something so little Kyle hardly sees it beyond the 
instinctual recognition that it is, in fact, there. Kenny grabs Kyle’s shoulders firmly within his 
hands. 


“PII head out,” Kenny says. “As soon as I get the chance, okay? PI check in on him.” 


Kyle nods. Kenny pats him, twice, in an almost brotherly-manner on his shoulder. Kyle 
appreciates the gesture. He portrays as such with a little smile, and he hopes his nonverbal 
thanks will traverse the path of what’s left unsaid. They head back into the cafeteria with only 
a few minutes left to spare for the hour, trying to concoct a natural-sounding conversation in 
the short amount of time it takes them to return to their chairs. Kyle sits down and starts 
convincing himself it’s okay to eat a carrot, and Kenny grabs the trash from his and Butters’ 
shared lunch and drops it into the nearby trashcan. Eric has since finished his food, now busy 
with something on his phone. 


The bell rings a few minutes later, overtaken quickly by the stampeding feet of high schoolers 
trying to assure they aren’t late for their next class. Kyle takes his time since the AP 
Chemistry classroom isn’t too far away. Kenny and Butters dismiss themselves, probably to 
walk together— Kyle swears, sometimes, that they’re a couple. They haven’t done anything 
too romantic or whatnot yet, but just the way they stick to each other like glue is kind of 
suspicious. With a soft huff of a laugh, Kyle wonders if that’s the way Kenny caught onto 
Kyle’s little crush on Stan. 


Not that Kyle has a crush... 


Oh, for fuck’s sake. Who is he kidding? He’s had a crush on Stan since he hit eighth grade 
and realized he could sit and listen to him talk for hours without getting bored. He should 


have realized he was infatuated when he couldn’t get enough of the hours they would spend, 
side by side on their stomachs on the living room floor, reading Calvin and Hobbes and 
Terrance & Philip comics silently. He should have realized something was there when he 
found himself increasingly aware of the way Stan’s body is put together, like some mix of 
athletic and lanky. His broad shoulders and sturdy torso. 


A very Germanic bone structure, Kyle would say. 


Then, “Jew,” and a hand on the back of Kyle’s neck, snapping him out of his thoughts. 
There’s no choking grip, it’s just a hand— but there is still this lingering threat of it, the 
pressure, the knowledge. Whatever remains of the students in the cafeteria clicks and scrapes 
around them; Kyle catches minimal movement out of the corners of his gaze. He stares down 
at his backpack, half-zipped on the lunch table. Kyle doesn’t have to look over to know it’s 
Eric; the voice and presence gives him away. 


Eric leans in, next to his ear, far enough not to be seen out of the corner of Kyle’s eye, but 
close enough for Kyle to feel Eric’s breath on the outer shell of his ear. A shiver rolls down 
Kyle’s spine, making his hair stand on end. 


“Meet me after Chemistry.” 


Eric lets go. In seconds, he’s gone. 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted on sunday, june 23rd. 
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What is the Cost? 


Chapter Summary 


Something to keep him afloat. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“Hey, Kyle.” 


Clyde slides into the seat previously occupied by Butters, his phone in hand and an earbud in 
one ear. He flicks through something on the screen, likely selections for music. Kyle hardly 
glances up from where he busies himself with the remainder of today’s review packet. They 
have a test coming up. Kyle is usually really good at keeping on-task, but lately he has been 
slipping. He can’t finish the entirety of worksheets during work time, anymore. His brain 
wanders too easily. 


“—come with?” 


Kyle looks up again, more than a little confused at where his brain decided to tune in. He 
examines Clyde’s expression, looking at where his brows lift in question, where his lips have 
parted post-speech. Kyle blinks away the slight fog, shaking his head in a gentle motion. “I’m 
sorry,” he says, and his voice sounds a little more tight than he’d meant it to be. “I’m kind of 
distracted, did you say something?” 


“Oh, bro, don’t worry about it,” Clyde says, his mouth quirking in a weird friendly-type-grin. 
He glances back at his phone, once more flicking through whatever he’s listening to. Kyle 
takes the opportunity to peek over Clyde’s arm. It’s definitely music; there’s the familiar dark 
background of the Apple iPhone’s lock screen while someone is listening to the music 
downloaded to their device. Kyle watches Clyde tap the next button a few times, eventually 
settling on— “I’m heading out to hang with Butters later, I just wanted to see if you were 
interested in coming with.” 


Clyde clicks off his phone, pushing it into the pocket of his letterman jacket. Kyle watches 
warily, subconsciously scooting to the side when Clyde’s elbow naturally gets closer with the 
movement. Kyle doesn’t know if it’s intentional or not, but Clyde adjusts himself like he 
knows he needs to back up physically. Silently, Kyle appreciates it. “No,” Kyle says, calm 
though confused at the offer. “I don’t mean to be, like, rude or anything, but why are you 
asking me?” 


Clyde doesn’t appear offended in the least. In fact, if even possible, his grin brightens. He 
raises a hand like he’s about to nudge Kyle, but stops short. When he goes back to his 
original position, smile slightly altered, Kyle knows that Clyde picked up on Kyle’s 


subconscious discomfort with the close-quarters. “Nah, man! Not rude at all,” Clyde says. He 
flicks a stray sliver of pencil lead off of the surface of the table. “And I dunno, to be honest 
with ya, I just...” 


Pausing, Clyde taps on the table with his fingertips. Kyle watches the way he alternates, 
chaotic in cadence yet intelligent in rhythm. That’s the only way Kyle can think to describe 
it: intelligent. The way Clyde keeps up the quick-paced, repetitive motion from pinkie to 
thumb. Like he plays piano, or something. He never drops a single beat, even when he 
resumes speaking. 


“You came into the nurse’s office, you remember that?” Clyde says, suddenly growing much 
quieter. The few people lingering in the classroom after that final bell are distracted with their 
own shit, but Kyle appreciates the attempt at privacy even so. Clyde nods, more to himself 
than anyone else, it seems. Kyle nods, too. Clyde is quiet, lips pressed like he’s warring with 
himself. Then he says, “Never mind.” 


Clyde gives Kyle another grin, stands up from the chair, and leaves the classroom. He’s likely 
going home, or wherever else it is that Clyde hangs out. The other students who have 
lingered to ask Miss James some questions start to file out, too. Kyle is the only one who 
remains. He keeps himself busy with the final problem on the worksheet, even though he 
could finish it in a few seconds if he wanted to. The interaction he had with Clyde is going to 
be fresh in his mind for a while. He knows that for certain— well, almost for certain. He can 
never tell what his mind will and will not remember, anymore. 


Suddenly tired, Kyle puts his pencil down. He rests his elbows on the surface of the table and 
rubs his face, closing his eyes against the feeling of his palms. He has to meet with Eric, 
soon. He doesn’t know where, nor does he know precisely when. All he knows is what Eric 
told him: Meet me after Chemistry. Kyle’s plan is to stay in this classroom until he receives a 
text from Eric to hurry his ass up to wherever they’ll be meeting. For the sake of his sanity, 
Kyle hopes that Eric won’t make use of the East Wing bathroom. 


With sudden uncertainty, Kyle rests faith in God and whispers a prayer. Nothing over-the-top; 
just simple. In the quiet, he’s allowed to have a moment of peace, isn’t he? The things he 
chooses to whisper aren’t even coherent, in many ways. They’re jumbled mixes of what he 
remembers from Mizmor leDavid, and echoes of lyrics from Yiddish songs his mother used 
to sing to him. They’re organic creations of what his tongue feels it necessary to say; thank 
you for keeping my family safe thus far, please help us find the strength to continue through 
these trials... 


Kyle has never considered himself very religious, exactly; it’s always just been something he 
has engaged with because it’s the way he grew up. But as he matures, and as everything tries 
to fall apart at every hem, his attempts to get closer to his roots and the meaning of faith have 
strengthened. He’s more connected than he used to be, he’s more certain of it, and it feels like 
a connection he has rather than an actual feasible thing that people like to portray it as. It’s a 
comfort, really. 


Something to keep him afloat. 


The air snaps, and Kyle flinches, lifting his head out of his hands and dropping his palms 
onto the table. Miss James looks at him, having sat down in Eric’s usual seat. A bit 
uncomfortable, Kyle begins to pull together his things and pack them away in his backpack. 
Miss James doesn’t say anything for a moment, leading to Kyle’s stillness. It is only when he 
ceases all movement that she says, “You weren’t here yesterday, I noticed... were you sick?” 


Kyle thinks about the stale air of the hospital and the odd stench of dog food and plastic. He 
thinks about eating that food and staring into the bucket as his body threatened to throw it 
back up. He shakes his head to rid himself of the thoughts, and resumes packing. “Yeah,” is 
all he says, because anything more than that would warrant an explanation, and he doesn’t 
have the words for such a conversation. He has to save his energy for whatever it is Eric 
wants to talk about. His phone still hasn’t gone off... is Eric ever going to text him? Was it all 
his imagination? He’d like to say that there’s no way his brain could concoct something so 
incredibly vivid, but he’s not sure if that thought would be true. He remembers the stain, how 
real it was to him— and only in recent times, in passing glances underneath the kitchen table, 
that he realizes it was genuinely never there. 


It’s a strange feeling, to be lost in falsehood. 


His phone buzzes in his pocket. Tension snaps in his spine and he flinches, startled without 
recognizing the pure instinct of run that initiated itself from such a thing. Calming down his 
racing heart, Kyle zips his backpack up and stands, pushing his chair in after him. He doesn’t 
look at Miss James, even as he says, “I’m sorry, I just remembered I have a thing,” and walks 
swiftly out of the classroom. He digs into his pocket for his phone, retrieving it quickly and 
flicking to his message app. 


Fatass 


Today 3:12 PM 
behind the school NOW 


Kyle pockets his phone once more, taking the moment to reassure himself Eric’s use of 
capital letters is pure dramatization, and not because Kyle ended up missing an important 
piece of instruction. He walks gracelessly down the hallway and almost falls down the stairs, 
but manages to catch himself quickly. The rest of the journey to the back of the school is 
quiet. He pushes the large, rusting metal door to the yard, and it opens with a loud shriek. 


He tries not to come back here, most of the time; the alcove is cold and dark, holding the 
smells of the dumpster that hides the senior’s stoner cave. There’s spiders and bugs back 
there, and the chain link fence is more torn than worn. The gravel is sharp, too; much sharper 
than any of the other gravel in town. It’s almost like a sign that this place is dangerous. 
Everything screams secret drug-deals, even though Kyle knows for a fact that no one actually 
sells drugs back here. No students, at least. Homeless and non-students, maybe— and there’s 
the occasional weed clique that meets in the very back corner. Other than that, though, it’s 
dead silent. 


And it smells like rotting shit. 


Eric isn’t difficult to spot. The bright coloring of the letterman jacket is easy to pinpoint. 
Even if it weren’t, Eric wasn’t making any attempts at hiding himself. He sits out in the open, 
back against the corner of the dumpster. Kyle can’t imagine why he’s sitting there, of all 
places; the smell is atrocious where Kyle is, and they’re almost five feet away from each 
other. In a few seconds, Kyle’s eyes latch onto something new. 


“Is that—” he tries to ask, but Eric’s snicker cuts him off. Eric pulls a lighter out of his 
pocket, clicking the flame on and off with quick flicks of his thumb. Kyle watches, eyes wide 
and unable to focus on much other than the way the flame eats the very tip of the joint as Eric 
lights it. Eric’s eyes, dark, swim with the threat of rain. It’s a new expression that Kyle is 
unsure of, and something he feels like he should pretend isn’t there. Eric waves the joint in 
front of himself, pinched between his forefinger and thumb. Taunting. Beckoning. 


“You want some?” Eric asks, nothing but casual. Whatever controlling had been lingering in 
his texts has since dissipated, and Kyle can’t help but wonder if that’s from marijuana. Kyle 
swallows the thick urge of yes in his throat, and shakes his head. Eric huffs a laugh. “It’s 
clean, I promise, I got it from Kenny.” 


Kyle is stiff where he stands. His spine aches from the harshness of his posture, begging to 
slouch just a bit, but he refuses. He closes his eyes for just a second, breathing, trying to 
ignore the skunk-y undertones of the pot. He wants it. No, no his body wants it— or his brain 
wants it, to remember the feeling, to try and float away in carelessness, recalling the way it 
had made him feel whenever he smoked with Stan. The loveliness of it, the niceness, the 
beauty of the patterns he saw and the relaxation he felt... 


But those days are over. Kyle exhales a reminder of his earlier prayer and opens his eyes. 
Once again, he shakes his head, even more certain of his own refusal. Another hum from 
Eric, and he moves, spreading his legs out in front of him on the harsh gravel and wood chip 
chunks. His arm lowers. Another move, and the hand with the joint has moved to the bricks 
of the school’s outer wall— 


“Wait!” 


Eric halts. Kyle does, too. The joint keeps burning; smoke and animal. Eric doesn’t have to 
say anything, and neither does Kyle. It’s simply silent. No sounds— not even the wind— 
occur as Kyle steps over, sits, drops his backpack onto the ground next to him, and retrieves 
the joint from Eric’s hand. Eric gives it up without complaint. 


As Kyle perches the joint in his mouth, as his eyes flutter closed, as he inhales as deeply as 
he possibly can and holds it holds it holds it in his lungs, he assures himself that this is the 
last time. He reminds himself that, the last time he smoked, he didn’t actually realize it was 
the last time. Besides, just one last hit can’t hurt, right? Kyle holds the joint back out to Eric, 
but Eric shakes his head. 


“No, I’ve had enough already,” Eric says. He gestures to a forgotten stub of paper and ash on 
the ground. Through a haze and the smoky mist of his breath, Kyle understands. He settles a 
bit further, much more willing to relax with something so familiar in hand. He rests his back 
against the dumpster, side by side with Eric. They sit together, silent. Smoke drifts. 


One hit turns to two. Two turns to five. Five turns to the entire joint and suddenly Kyle can’t 
remember why he ever turned away from this stuff in the first place. He vaguely remembers 
having a conversation with Stan in the bathroom a few days ago. He remembers asking Stan 
to smoke— he remembers that, for damn sure. And then the idiot— he fucking told him no, 
he told him that there’s no way they’re getting high together ever again. That Kyle could get 
high on his own, but Stan wouldn’t be... complicit, or whatever the fuck. How stupid is that? 


As the clouds drift, Kyle does, too. He finds himself understanding the music stuck in his 
brain on a deeper level, with the shapes in the sky introducing him to new melodies and 
thoughts and feelings. Very distinct in its soothing nature, the drugs in his system work 
simply. He finds himself gently nodding with it, before slipping sideways. Before he realizes, 
he has dozed off, head resting on Eric’s soft shoulder. The entire right side of his body is 
cushioned by fabric and the heat of Eric. It’s nice, when he isn’t concerned by the subject of 
who he’s leaning into. Here, there is no feeling of overwhelming stress. Here, there is an 
acknowledgment of the lack of safety, but there is also an acknowledgment of the fact that 
Kyle doesn’t care. 


Eventually, the soft warm pillow of Eric moves. Kyle sits up a bit, blinking his eyes open and 
trying to see through the bleary haze and mild headache he has developed. There’s a burning 
in the base of each eye, right behind his pupil, making it difficult to utilize his vision. 
Everything swims, everything glares. 


There is rustling, Kyle notes, and with distance, he finds that he is watching Eric sift through 
a backpack. He doesn’t know whose it is, at this point. It could be his own, it could be Eric’s, 
it could be some random idiot who left it behind last time this place was populated with 
stoners... with that thought, Kyle chuckles. /’m a stoner, idiot. Maybe Eric is, too. He 
chuckles even while Eric retrieves a syringe. He chuckles even while Eric grabs his arm and 
pushes him down, flat on his back on the ground. He chuckles even as Eric crawls over him 
and uncaps the syringe... 


Kyle pushes up against Eric’s chest, his chuckling slowing down as his brain registers 
something strange in the situation. The fact that he’s not with Stan is finally beginning to 
register. Eric grabs Kyle’s wrists with his free hand, pushes them up over Kyle’s head. Eric 
pins them to the ground. Kyle’s skin scratches against the icy sharpness of the gravel. Flecks 
of dirt and rocks and wood prick and prod at the expanses of the backs of Kyle’s hands. 
Where his jacket sleeves have ridden up, Kyle finds his wrists and forearms bare to the 
winter, splintering and aching in the cold. 


Danger. 


Kyle kicks, tries to buck and roll the way he saw Stan do, but it’s no use. He is a small entity 
beneath the mass of Eric. There’s a wild in those brown eyes, even as they gaze down at him, 
even as they water from drugs or tears or emotion. Even as they look human, Kyle knows 
they are not. He begins to struggle more earnestly, wiggling this way and that. The gravel 
scrapes; his jeans pick up the residue of the snow and rain from the drizzle earlier. 


Cold coils over the now-exposed surface of Kyle’s stomach. It cracks over his ribs and makes 
him shiver; his breath collects before his eyes, mixing with the cloud of Eric’s own huffs. 
Kyle tugs, trying to release his hands from Eric’s unforgiving grip. He almost gasps when 


Eric allows him to squirm his hands free. Kyle uses them immediately, pushing at Eric’s face 
and shoulders and chest, trying to hit him in the stomach or kick him or roll or something. He 
succeeds. Kyle finds himself on his stomach, the gravel now scratching up his abdomen. His 
jacket bunches up around his chest. He tries to push back, to squirm more, to free himself. 
All he manages is to trap his hands underneath him as Eric chooses the worst time to lean 
down. 


Eric’s elbow digs into Kyle’s spine. There’s the distinct pinch of skin at Kyle’s side, and then 
there’s nothing after the tip of the syringe is inserted into Kyle’s flesh. Kyle shies away, but 
the attempt is meaningless. The syringe disappears and Eric no longer pinches the skin of his 
side. There’s a scattering sound, and Kyle doesn’t have to look up to know Eric threw the 
syringe aside. 


“Insulin,” Eric growls, voice suddenly significantly more menacing than it was earlier. Kyle’s 
head throbs and his stomach aches. He wants to ask Eric why, he wants to ask Eric what the 
point of it is, he wants to ask Eric so many questions but he can’t because his throat won’t 
work. His mouth is full of cotton and his throat is dry, cracked from the frozen air. Eric slips a 
hand beneath Kyle’s torso, fishing out Kyle’s left arm. He is not gentle; he wrenches it 
around to get the correct angle. Multiple times, Kyle winces and cries out, scraping at the 
angry ground with his knees, scuffing his jeans and hurting the phantom ache of his leg. Eric 
tugs Kyle’s sleeve down, making sure to keep Kyle's left arm pinned behind his back, like 
he's being arrested. “Now you’re gonna listen to me, and you’re gonna listen to me good...” 


Where has Kyle heard that before? Kyle’s eyes squeeze shut, an attempt at keeping the 
particles out of his eyes in his attempted escapes. He tries to remember. He can’t, though. He 
can’t remember. Something shifts, and Eric has suddenly let go of Kyle’s arm completely. 
Eric’s hands are occupied elsewhere, and that elsewhere is not on Kyle’s body. Kyle uses the 
opportunity, grabbing a fistful of the razor gravel and throwing it behind him, hoping for the 
best. Eric cusses under his breath, flinching with whatever impact. Eric spits. It hits Kyle, 
wet, on the back of the neck. Kyle reaches for another handful, but Eric grabs him before he 
can manage. 


“We don’t have much time, here, so be nice,” Eric says and shoves him down, hissing out the 
last word, an accusation. Kyle hits the ground forcefully as Eric pushes into him and tries to 
shift, his face pressing against the ground, his hat acting as a buffer between the dust and his 
forehead. Eric retrieves Kyle's left arm and pins it behind Kyle's back once more, causing a 
burn in Kyle's left shoulder at the unnatural position. Something wet— a new texture, a 
contradiction. Dry-wet. What is that? It presses patterns into the inside of his left arm, a line 
of figures that Kyle is too distracted to pinpoint. Eric’s tone when he next speaks is utterly 
condescending, like he’s talking to a child. “When you get home tonight, I want you to cut 
this nice little number into your arm, okay? You can only check your blood sugar and eat 
once you send me a picture of my pretty artwork, okay?” 


And when Kyle doesn’t answer— 
“Okay, bubbeleh?” 


Kyle goes utterly frozen. He tries to turn, tries to peek at the message. He can’t; Eric’s firm 
press against his spine keeps him still. Air collects in his eyes from his lungs, particles 


shocked from the energy transfer, thermal raising and physical unsure of itself. Against all 
wills and wishes, Kyle finds himself thinking about his mother. Undeniably, that’s Eric’s 
point. 


The pressure lifts. Eric stands. Kyle stays on the ground, pressed from an invisible lingering. 
He tries to convince himself to stand, but it’s hard. 


In the silence, in the stiffness, in the nothing. 


Kyle scrabbles at the ground. He forces himself up, onto hands and knees and gazing down at 
his hands, at where his sleeve has yet to slip down. He turns his arm, stares at the black ink, a 
messy inscription with jagged marks from the Sharpie and attempted struggle: 


F-11237. 


Eric kneels down in front of where Kyle recovers. He grabs Kyle’s chin with the hand not 
holding the marker, his eyes just as wet but his grin more distinct. “The blade,” Eric 
whispers, his tongue peeking out between his teeth for just a second, “is in that yarmulke I 
gave you.” 


Eric pushes Kyle away, and Kyle catches himself awkwardly on his elbow before he topples 
onto his side in the gravel. The grip left a bruising hurt deep in Kyle’s jaw, something he 
wonders if he will ever forget. As he pushes himself up to sit, Kyle thinks to himself in 
roundabout intervals. He's trying. Trying to understand the meaning behind this, trying to get 
to the thing that will force everything into a logical light. He finds himself whispering, 
muttering the Yiddish and on the hearth a fire burns and in the house its warm 


(Un der rebe lernt kleine kinderlekh dem alef-beys) 


Eric, apparently done for the day and more or less satisfied, gathers his things, retrieving the 
syringe and the trash and tossing it into his backpack. He swings the bag over his shoulder, 
and makes leisurely strides over to the back entrance of the school, kicking Kyle's own 
backpack aside when he comes across it in his path. 


“Oh,” Eric says, pausing just before the large metal door. His foot sits next to the discarded 
joint; it peppers the snow with debris, the weed. With his hands shoved in his pockets and his 
nose turned up at the disheveled crouching form of Kyle, Eric says, “You might want to get 
home before the insulin really kicks in, yeah?” 

A grin. Slimy and wide. Another flick of the tongue. 

“I’m not done playing with you, Jew.” 

Eric kicks a free space of gravel. Adjusts his weight, opens his mouth— laughs. 

“T’m not done playing with you at all.” 


A dampness in Eric’s eyes. As Eric leaves, Kyle clings to that. 


Subconsciously. 


His brain latches onto the human aspect while the rest of him is sickened that someone could 
do this. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Sickness and Health 


Chapter Summary 


From the table, Ike coughs. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Kyle’s head is pounding by the time he gets home— a deeply rooted ache that makes his eyes 
close. It’s more than just an annoyance, it’s genuine pain. Whatever pleasing experience he’d 
been steeped within just ten minutes ago has faded. He is still far away, still distant and 
unable to stitch together coherent thoughts, though at this point he doesn’t know if that’s 
because he’s high or because of the headache. It’s likely that the cause is both at once. He just 
wishes that the weed could soothe the throbbing of his head. 


Fumbling with the lock on the front door is difficult. He pushes the key in and struggles to 
turn it, only to have even more issues trying to get the key out once the door is open. The 
smoothness of the doorknob is almost illegally pleasant, and in a matter of seconds, he finds 
himself just hanging onto it. He knows there is nothing special about it, but at the same time, 
as he believes and thinks and drifts, he finds a connection with the handle that’s more acute 
than he could perceive within himself. Like a physical representation of what he believes in, 
even though that is strictly not allowed. With that, he lets go of the doorknob like it’s burning 
his skin. 


He steps inside, feet catching on the welcome mat. His lack of coordination is from the weed; 
that’s the one thing he knows for certain. His head hurts, which is likely caused by a mix of 
chemicals, cold, stress, and low blood sugar. He leans against the front door, pushing it closed 
with his shoulder, and willing his frozen hands to lock it. There’s a paranoia that stems from 
the back of his neck, something very physical, urging him that he cannot walk away from this 
fucking door until he locks it. His mother instilled within him a necessity for keeping things 
secure. Lock the door, Kyle, or anyone could walk in... close the door, Kyle, or you’ll catch a 
cold... close the door, Kyle, or you'll let an animal inside... 


With a nausea building in his stomach, though, Kyle can’t. He slides to the floor, crouching, a 
hand over his mouth to fight the urge to vomit. He told himself he wouldn’t. He promised. He 
doesn’t want to feel sick and achy like that anymore. Eating is hard, keeping it down is 
terrifying (his every fiber yells at him he needs to GET IT OUT or else something very very 
bad will happen), but the effects of purging hurt and ruin the rest of his day. It all ruins is day. 
All of it, every day. He steadies himself on the balls of his feet, pulling his hat off to card his 
fingers through his hair and self-soothe. He is taken over by malaise, this wish to curl back 
into bed and sleep. The feeling is not pleasant. 


“Kyle?” Kyle looks up. Ike stands in the kitchen’s doorway, dressed in comfy clothes. His 
hair is damp like he has showered, and his cheeks are flushed from warm. Those comfy 
clothes are pajamas, Kyle realizes. Long-sleeved pajamas with clouds. They’re a nice light 
blue color. Kyle used to have a nice pair like that. They didn’t have clouds, they had cars... 
or was it trains? He can’t remember. He hasn’t seen them in years. Ike takes a step closer, 
head tilted like he’s trying to see what Kyle is doing, not that Kyle is doing much of anything. 
He’s just sitting here, hugging himself and breathing. His backpack slides off his shoulder, 
landing on the floor with a quiet thunk. He slips it off of his arm and pushes it away. “Kyle, 
what’s wrong?” 


Confusion surfaces when Kyle remembers the marker-drawn numbers on his left arm. His 
stomach twists at the mental image, of Eric’s next task. To cut that number, whatever it 
means, into his flesh. That’s directly marring himself. Kyle doesn’t even want a tattoo, how is 
he supposed to be okay with cutting himself? Not to mention, what would his family think if 
they saw numbers on the inside of his left arm? They’d think he’s gone mad. They’d think 
he’s finally, finally lost it, that he’s convinced they’re back in the forties, or maybe they 
would convince themselves that he thinks himself guilty or trying to prove something. He 
doesn’t know. Kyle grabs his sleeves and pulls them over his hands. He contemplates telling 
Ike what Eric is doing, but in seconds, that idea is vetoed. He can’t do that. That wouldn’t just 
endanger Kyle, it would endanger Mom, and Ike, and Stan, and Dad. Kyle takes a moment, 
then slowly stands. “Nothing’s wrong,” he says, shaking his head and smiling and shit, he 
smells like weed, doesn’t he? He needs to go upstairs and shower. “It’s just been a really 
weird day... I’m gonna go up and shower, okay? Call me if you need anything.” 


The thing he really needs is food. That’s not a hunger thing, either. He needs to eat something 
so he doesn’t go into another hypoglycemic attack and need to be brought right back into the 
hospital. If he does that again, they’re going to suspect something. That nurse was already 
skeptical of him. He doesn’t have the energy to keep things together if he has to be 
readmitted to the hospital. Kyle unzips his backpack and retrieves the pack of glucose tablets 
he’d brought with him to school just in case. He tries to hide them in the sleeve of his jacket 
in a way that doesn’t make it obvious he’s trying to hide it in case Ike sees anyway, but it 
probably just looks like he has no idea what he’s doing. Before Ike can say anything, Kyle 
darts up the stairs and locks himself in the bathroom. He showers as quickly as he possibly 
can while still being thorough, but it’s a lot more difficult than it seems. As soon as he thinks 
he has gotten everything, he’ll smell the musk again, and he’ll have to empty another handful 
of body wash into the washcloth and scrub until his skin is raw. 


He tries to get the marker off of his arm, but he only manages to get the numbers to turn from 
black to gray. They’re still there, incredibly visible. He wonders where he put the yarmulke, 
wonders if he should retrieve it from his bedroom and see if there’s actually a blade in some 
weird secret pocket in it, but he eventually decides that’s a ridiculous idea. There’s no way 
Eric could possibly hide a fucking blade inside of that thing. It’s tiny. Besides, what if Eric is 
just doing this as a... a test? Not a task, but a test, to see if Kyle has fallen far enough to do 
anything? If that’s the case, Kyle will refuse. He will refuse to the end of the earth. 


Kyle is strong. 


The heat of the water starts to make his head spin. He only climbs out once he realizes he’ll 
pass out if he keeps standing under the burning stream. In comparison, the air of the 
bathroom is cold. The towel, too, has an ice-like quality of its own. He tosses his clothes— 
and his jacket— into the washing machine and starts it to get rid of the smell, towel wrapped 
around his waist. 


When he finds himself in his bedroom, his head is rushing, blood pounding in his ears. His 
eyes try to close again. He grabs the pack of glucose tablets and contemplates chewing them, 
but he can’t. He sets the pack on his bed and gets dressed, instead. Those are for emergencies. 
This is not an emergency. He is at home. He will check his levels, drink some juice, and 
check them again. He might even force himself to eat an orange, just to push away the terror 
that comes with consumption. 


Kyle grabs a sweatshirt from his closet and tosses it on, zipping it up. It’s green, and kind of 
faded from lack of use, but it’s fine considering he’s wearing an old tee-shirt and sweatpants. 
He’s not going anywhere else tonight, so he can dress as homeless as he wants to. 
Considering himself finished up here, Kyle leaves his bedroom. He pauses in the hallway, 
taking a second to gather his thoughts (and stare at a mark on the wall he can’t remember 
ever looking like that before). He manages to recuperate in less than a minute, though, and 
heads downstairs with minimal issue. He stumbles on the bottom step, but that’s not 
particularly criminalizing. He makes his way into the kitchen, where Ike has set up shop, 
working on homework. 


It’s kind of weird to see how Ike’s brain works. It’s strange to see that Ike can’t focus on just 
one thing for more than a few minutes— more than that, it’s weird that Ike has three 
notebooks stacked on top of each other, flipping each closed occasionally to swap tasks. Red, 
blue, purple. English, math, science. That’s Ike’s system. Kyle doesn’t understand the way 
Ike color-codes things. 


Kyle pulls the bottle of apple juice out of the fridge and grabs himself a glass. He measures 
out the appropriate amount of juice so it’s ready after he checks his levels. He puts everything 
away. 


When he pulls his kit out of his backpack a few seconds later, he finds himself utterly 
drained. 


He heads back into the kitchen, pricks himself and checks his blood sugar— fifty-four. That’s 
definitely low. No wonder he feels awful. He doesn’t know how low he got the day he went 
to the hospital, but surely it wasn’t much lower than this, right? He can’t remember the last 
time his glucose levels dropped so far. 


There’s no way he would have been able to... do the thing Eric wants him to do, without the 
aid of eating something beforehand, that is for damn sure. Kyle tosses the garbage away and 
settles at the kitchen table, sitting across from Ike. Kyle takes swallows of the apple juice. He 
watches Ike work. 


Ike flips the red notebook closed, but keeps the page marked with one of the seven different 
pencils he has managed to gather. He scribbles something in the blue notebook, which is 
open underneath the red one, and on top of the purple one. Once Ike is satisfied with 


whatever he did, he reopens the red notebook and returns to whatever he’s working on in that 
one. 


“What’cha doing?” Kyle asks. 


“T’m working,” Ike says. He frowns at the paper, poking the corner of it with the led of his 
pencil. Whatever he’s thinking about must come to him quickly, however, as he nods to 
himself and resumes writing. Ike doesn’t look up. He continues jotting things down. He 
doesn’t so much as pause or hesitate, which is something Kyle himself has never really been 
able to do. Kyle is good at keeping focused on things. Multitasking, not so much. Ike flips the 
red notebook shut again, back to the blue one. There’s a pause. “What’s the cubed root of 
seventy-four thousand and eighty-eight?” 


Okay, Kyle’s good at math, but he’s not that good at math. Fortunately, Ike isn’t asking a 
genuine question. He’s just voicing it to better process. 


“Forty... two? Yeah,” Ike says. Then, genuinely: “Thanks, Kyle.” 
Kyle quirks a brow. “I didn’t do anything.” 

“Yeah, I know, but... thanks, anyway.” 

Then Ike returns to mathematical simplification. 


Kyle finishes the apple juice. He fidgets with the glass for a moment, though quickly grows 
bored with such an action and stands, making his way over to the sink to rinse out the item. 

Just to do something, he pulls open the dishwasher and puts the already-rinsed cup inside of 
it. 


From the table, Ike coughs. They’re not average coughs, either; they’re complex, phlegm-y 
and wet. He sounds the way he did back when he’d first gotten pneumonia. That thought 
frightens Kyle. 


Kyle turns, looking at Ike, trying to find any signs of serious illness. His heart has frozen in 
his chest, refusing to move or beat to a regular rhythm. His headache has cleared up a bit, but 
the blood still flushes the sides of his head and makes his ears feel full. Abruptly, Kyle 
wonders if the flush of Ike’s cheeks isn’t from the warmth of a shower, but from the onset of 
a sickness. 


“T’m okay,” Ike says, making the conscious decision not to look up. Kyle knows why he’s 
saying that. It’s because Ike felt the tension. Ike knows that Kyle is freaked out— he just 
doesn’t know the specificities of just how scary this is. Kyle finds himself thrown into 
memories of sitting in his mother’s hospital room. He remembers the way she gasped for air 
when they had to adjust her mask. A dry, sucking sound from her lungs and throat. 
Something that Kyle felt like he should be able to fix, but he couldn’t. He can’t. 


“You’re getting sick,” Kyle says, quiet. 


“No,” says Ike, shaking his head stubbornly. He scribbles more insistently in his notebook. 
“T’m not getting sick, I’m fine.” 


“Your cough sounds like death,” Kyle says. He stalks over, hovering beside Ike and pressing 
the back of his hand against Ike’s forehead. The heat that radiates from Ike’s face is intense. 
“Ike, you’re burning up—” 


“I’m not!” Ike pushes Kyle’s hand away, dropping one of the pencils on the floor in the 
process. Ike ducks to retrieve it, but Kyle grabs him by the shoulders and pulls him back 
upright. Ike glares, pouting like a child. “You made me drop my pencil!” 


“You have six more,” Kyle says. 
“T need seven!” 
“Why do you need seven pencils? You only have three notebooks.” 


Ike’s face gains a deeper flush, though this one is brought on by emotional exertion, not 
fever. His eyes become damp, and he blinks sharply. After a deep inhale, Ike rubs his eyes 
with his free hand, clearing the tears that have gathered. Kyle frowns. His brother isn’t okay. 
Mentally, physically, in whatever manner, Ike isn’t okay, and Kyle will fix it to the best of his 
ability. 


“C’mon,” Kyle whispers, slowly marking each of the open pages on the three notebooks and 
shutting them. Ike doesn’t fight anymore. “Let’s get you to bed.” 


When Kyle puts a hand on Ike’s back in usher of him standing, Ike follows, getting to his 
feet. They make their way upstairs and into Ike’s room. It’s messy, inordinately decorated 
with the occasional poser and a print-out of the periodic table he got from Kyle’s chemistry 
textbook. 


Ike climbs into bed, but he doesn’t move to lay down. He sits upright, crossing his legs and 
fidgeting with the ankles of his pajama pants. Kyle kicks aside a pile of tee-shirts and nudges 
Ike. Ike scoots so he’s not on top of the covers, and Kyle brings them up and over Ike’s lap. 
“Lay down,” Kyle says. 


“I’m not a child,” Ike mumbles. 
“I know you’re not a child,” Kyle says. “You’re sick, Ike, so let me dote.” 


Apparently such an act goes against Ike’s moral code, if his facial expression is anything to 
go by. Even so, Ike obeys, lowering himself onto the mattress and rolling onto his side. Kyle 
brushes some of Ike’s hair away from his eyes. It has dried by now, fluffy but frizzy from the 
lack of conditioner. It’s straight in places it usually isn’t. While Ike’s hair has never been as 
curly as Kyle’s— nowhere close, in fact— it has always had a small, definite wave, much 
more prominent in recent years. Kyle sits down beside Ike. 


“You need to take care of your hair,” Kyle says. “It’s too dry, you can’t keep shampooing it 
every day.” 


“But it’s gross if I don’t,” Ike says. 


“I’m not telling you not to wash your hair, dummy, I’m telling you not to shampoo it... there 
are sulfates in that shampoo you use, you know that?” Kyle gives Ike a look in addition to the 
statement, raising his brows in silent scolding. Ike’s expression goes from stubborn to giving 
in a few seconds. Ike sighs. 


“Fine,” he says. 


“Good.” Kyle lingers; he brushes back the locks of hair that have fallen into Ike's eyes again. 
“Get some good sleep, okay?” 


“I have homework to do,” Ike mumbles, though his tone holds no intent of actually doing it 
now that he’s comfortable in bed. Kyle shakes his head. 


“You can do it when you’re better, okay? For now, you focus on resting,” Kyle says. “Do you 
need me to get you anything?” 


“No.” 


“Okay,” Kyle says. He runs his fingers through Ike’s hair once more— a bit upfront with the 
fact that he doesn’t want to leave Ike alone, here, but he doesn’t care. Kyle wonders if he 
could get away with staying right here next to Ike. When Ike closes his eyes, and when Ike’s 
breathing evens out, Kyle begins to think it possible. 


For a very long time, Kyle does not move from Ike’s bedside. He doesn’t do anything, he just 
simply sits, watching over Ike with the knowledge that, as long as he keeps his eyes on him, 
nothing bad can happen. He takes a moment, at one point, to mouth another prayer. He 
doesn’t expect anything to come from the amount of prayer he has done today. The only thing 
he receives from it is a (perhaps childish) rendition of comfort. Maybe it’s desperate, but he 
hopes it’s a place he can draw strength from. 


The sunlight fades from the sky early, deep in the corners of winter. It’s hardly five o’clock, 
yet it’s dark enough to be considered eight in the evening. Quietly, Kyle dismisses himself 
from his little brother’s room, turning off the light as he exits. He leaves the door open in case 
Ike needs something. 


Descending the stairs, Kyle swears he hears a distinct buzzing noise coming from 
somewhere. He doesn’t realize what it is until he’s passing his backpack. Kyle stops where he 
is, and after a moment, he pulls his phone out of his backpack. He has multiple missed texts, 
and all of them are from the same person. 


Eric. 


Fatass 


Today 4:45 PM 
u do it yet? 


Today 4:55 PM 
u didn’t die did u? 


Today 5:00 PM 
fuck u if u died fckn weak whore 


Today 5:49 PM 
AY 


What do you want? 

JESUS CHRIST are you trying to waste my time? 

Fuck off. What do you want? 

answer my fkn quESTION, IDIOT. Did you do it or not? 
Kyle hesitates before 

Fatass 


Today 5:52 PM 
No. 


Honesty is the best policy. Maybe it’s the lingering weed calming his usually high anxiety, 
but he makes the decision that he will not give in to this one. Eric can give him hypoglycemic 
attacks and grope him all he fucking wants, but one thing Kyle refuses to do is cut himself for 
the sick satisfaction that Eric will get from it. It’s fucking disgusting, the sheer audacity of 
him— suggesting such a thing. 


Cut a number into your arm. 
Yeah, just be complicit in the blatant antisemitism. 
Over my dead body. 


Fatass 

Today 5:56 PM 

And I don’t care what you say, I’m not going to fucking do that. As much as I hate to ruin 
your disgusting power-fantasy, you aren’t Hitler. You're just another hammy, self-hating piece 
of shit. 

fuckn stubbrn arnt we huh jewliet 


You can always go ahead and cut YOURSELF, if you're so inclined. 


FINE b tht way. 


TASK FUCKING RESCINDED. 


There’s a moment of satisfaction, but that moment is followed by a few more of regret. 
There’s just something so very... strange about the whole thing. Something that feels so 
utterly... wrong. 


Was it that easy this whole time? Say no firmly? Come back with an insult for added impact 
and effectiveness? 


Of course it was. Kyle said it himself: with Eric, it is a waiting game. That’s what it’s always 
been. 


Kyle turns off his phone and places it in the pocket of his sweatshirt. He makes his way into 
the kitchen and sits down at the kitchen table, cleaning up the remains of Ike’s homework. He 
stacks the books and pencils up neatly, then settles in the newly-emptied space. He pulls his 
sleeve up and stares at the numbers Eric wrote. They’re messy, more than just poor 
handwriting. The squirming, squiggling lines where Eric is usually able to pull some sort of 
neatness, has devolved into a chicken-scratch outline. 


Remnants of Kyle’s struggling. 


Kyle checks his blood sugar again. It’s at seventy-four. It’s definitely not high enough to be 
out of the woods. 


He retrieves another glass of juice. 


There are no words for just how hard it is to keep the juice down. 
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And Everything In Between 


Chapter Summary 


Kyle realizes he might die tonight. 


Chapter Notes 


'!CONTENT WARNING!! for gore, violence, and cutting 
this one gets intense 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Ike’s fever gets worse. Even so, he doesn’t complain. He doesn’t call Kyle up, at least; Kyle 
only found out about his deteriorated condition because he went up to check in on him and 
found him flushed and softly whimpering. Immediately, Kyle ran down to the bathroom to 
grab the thermometer and some Tylenol; Ike looked like he’d need it. 


After coming back into the room and giving Ike the appropriate care— a quick temperature 
check (revealing a slightly-worrying 101.9) and a dose of Tylenol—, he sets the stuff down 
on Ike’s nightstand. Kyle has no plans of leaving, but even if he did, Ike would never let him. 
Kyle moves to adjust the blankets and pull the fan over, but Ike grabs his arm as tight as he 
can and doesn’t let go. Kyle whispers his plan of grabbing the fan, to which Ike gently lets go 
under the promise that Kyle will come back. 


Kyle retrieves the fan, plugs it in, and sets it on cold. Afterward, he crawls into bed with Ike 
and rubs his brother’s shoulder and back, trying to help soothe him enough to stop the 
heartbreaking whimpering that fills the air with every exhale. It makes his heart hurt, 

listening to such noises, but he knows that Ike isn’t trying to make them. It’s likely a comfort 
of some sort to him, whether he’s conscious of it or not. An allowance of the ache to recede 
with every whine. Kyle has to actively fight back the large urge to pull Ike in close and hug 
him until he feels better. Close contact like that would be good for no one. Kyle isn’t afraid of 
getting sick, but he is afraid of making Ike feel too uncomfortable with sharing so much body 
heat. 


At some point, Ike grabs onto the front of Kyle’s sweater and presses as close as possible, 
burying his face into Kyle’s chest. Kyle allows him to do whatever he needs to do, 
understanding that feeling of wanting to be close to another human when ill. Kyle can 
remember many a night when he was very little, curled up in his mother’s lap and rocking 
with her in the rocking chair, ill from another cold or the next flu virus. Ma always knows 
how to make him feel better; she has that maternal instinct, knowing what her child needs 


before they even say anything. It’s right about now that Kyle wishes he had that instinct. He 
wishes he could be Mom for Ike, but he can’t. So they settle, Kyle gently combing his fingers 
through Ike’s hair, and Ike clinging to Kyle like a lifeline, curled and small like he’s a young 
child. 


And Dad still isn’t fucking home. 
Dad is never. Fucking. Home. 


“T want Mom,” Ike whispers, hardly audible with his face pressed into Kyle’s chest like this. 
Even so, Kyle understands him; growing up with muffled baby-talk and learning to 
understand Kenny has payed off a lot. 


“I know,” Kyle says, feeling Ike’s forehead almost compulsively. He wonders if he should 
check Ike’s temperature again, then wonders if doing so would only hurt more than it would 
help. If it turns out to be the same, that would just be forcing Ike to sit up and hold it under 
his tongue for no reason. Kyle needs one of those forehead thermometers the school has at 
this point. They might not be the most accurate things in the world, but for goodness’ sake, if 
they aren’t handy. Ike’s body heat is uncomfortable, being so close to it. Kyle doesn’t care, 
though. What matters most is helping his brother feel better. Kyle would take this away from 
Ike if he could. He would bear every minute of it and then some just for Ike to feel better. For 
now, he has to settle. “I know, but it’s okay, it’s going to be okay.” 


“I’m sorry,” Ike mumbles. Kyle frowns. 
“Don’t you dare apologize, it’s not your fault.” 


“Kyle?” Ike asks, voice weak and strained. It sounds like his throat hurts. Kyle wonders just 
how true such a thing would be. Kyle hums his response, pushing the covers down a bit so 
the fan can cool them down more. He doesn’t want to chill Ike, but at this point it’s a 
guessing game and an attempt at more comfort is all he can make and “Kyle, is Dad coming 
home?” 


“T can call him,” Kyle says. “If you want me to, I can call him and tell him to come home.” 


Ike whimpers a soft affirmation. It’s hardly audible but Kyle gets it. He brushes Ike’s hair out 
of his face and scoots out of the bed, pulling the fan as close as he can in hopes of cooling Ike 
down a bit more. Kyle heads downstairs to use the land line. His own phone isn’t safe to be 
used. He knows it’s just him being paranoid, but he can’t help but feel like Eric is watching 
everything he does on his own phone. 


Kyle picks up the phone and dials Dad’s number. It rings a few times before Dad picks up, 
the line clattering with what sounds like a rush. “Hello?” 


“Dad,” Kyle says. There’s rustling of papers on the other end, a noise that Kyle hardly pays 
attention to. None of that shit matters, none of whatever Dad is working on matters— the fact 
that Dad is burying himself in work to avoid... what, the reality of it? The responsibility? It 
pisses Kyle off. His voice comes out snappish. “Where are you? Ike’s sick and he’s asking for 
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you. 


“Your brother sick?” 

“That’s what I just—” fucking “—-said.” 

“How sick? Do we need to take him to the hospital?” 

“No, but he’s very uncomfortable and he wants someone with him.” 
“Are you going somewhere?” 


The pressure builds and erupts; Kyle doesn’t censor himself this time. “No, I’m not going 
anywhere, but I am not equipped to help him feel better! He needs a parent, God fucking 
dammit!” 


“Kyle.” Dad has the audacity— the audacity— to use a scolding tone of voice here. Kyle’s 
face, heated with the remnants of Ike’s fever and the generation of his anger, pulls into a 
harsh expression. He feels it. 


“No!” Kyle says. “I will not apologize for cussing with God’s name, or whatever the hell 
you’re going to say to me! You’re never fucking home! Why are you never fucking home?” 


Kyle begins to wonder if this is more for him than Ike. He worries he is being selfish, he 
worries he is being too quick to anger, he worries and worries and worries, but at the same 
time, it’s nice to let it all out. The building, the pressure, the contents of his gradual growing 
hatred, they spill from his mouth and stay in the air, stuck with pins of an ashy red. “Don t 
use that tone with me, Kyle, I’m very busy at work.” 


“TAKE TIME OFF!” And as selfish as that might be, Kyle can’t help but feel it. “COME 
HOME!” 


Kyle pulls the phone away from his ear and hangs up, putting it back on the charger. 
All goes quiet. 


His blood still boils, but it’s starting to cool at this point. While he had been livid before, it 
bubbles down to a pure anger, then to madness, then to agitation... and regret. 


He didn’t mean to yell. Is it believable if he says that? Because it’s true— he didn’t call Dad 
with the intention of yelling. He didn’t call Dad with the intention of anything other than 
asking him to come home. 


Kyle’s eyes burn. He blinks away the threat of tears, refusing to cry over this. He doesn’t 
have the right to cry. Not now. 


Kyle makes his way back to Ike’s bedroom. Ike’s eyes are wide open, and he sits upright in 
bed, the blankets bundled around him like a dark blue nest. Something possesses Kyle to stop 
walking closer; he doesn’t know what it is, but there’s a definite tension in Ike’s expression, 
and he thinks that might have something to do with it. 


“I didn’t want you to yell at him,” Ike says. His voice, while gravelly and muddled from ache 
and fever, still portrays his displeasure. The redness of his eyes contributes to such an 
emotion. Kyle opens his mouth to apologize, but he doesn’t say anything before Ike says, “I 
wanna be alone.” 


And because Kyle is afraid that Ike might get worse: “Ike, come on—” 


“Go away,” Ike says. His eyes are watering. When he tries to blink the moisture away, the 
tears trail down his cheeks. Kyle moves to grab a tissue for Ike, but Ike tells him, with a 
significant amount of firmness, “Go away!” 


When Ike threatens to get up, Kyle holds his hands up in surrender. “Okay,” he says. Ike 
settles back in bed, sniffing wetly. Kyle grabs the door handle and steps out of the room. 
“Call me if you need anything, okay? PII be in my room... I’m gonna leave this open just—” 


“Close it,” Ike snaps. Kyle nods, though the last thing he wants to do is leave Ike alone in the 
room with the door closed, with as sick as he is. Kyle exits the room and shuts the door 
quietly behind himself, hesitating for a moment in the hallway. He rubs his forehead, trying 
to clarify himself and the things he’s feeling. It’s difficult, though, and in the midst of 
walking back to his room, he finds himself wondering if he should call Dad back. If he 
should apologize— certainly he should, right? There’s no way Dad 1s going to let this slip by 
without some sort of punishment, especially if Kyle doesn’t apologize. He can only hope that 
Dad will understand where he’s coming from, but Kyle never really knows what’s going on 
with him. That might be a teenager thing, though. 


Or it may be a my mom is dying thing. 


Last minute, Kyle decides he doesn’t want to close himself in his own room. He makes a 
detour downstairs to catch his breath, cooling down even though this is the scene of the 
crime. He stares at the spot he stood when he yelled at their father, and he finds himself very 
tempted to grab the phone just to call back. To apologize. To say I’m sorry I was wrong but 
he doesn’t do that. He doesn’t do that, because doing so would be giving in. Kyle yelled at 
their father, true, but it’s not like Dad is completely blameless, here. He’s avoiding home. 
He’s been avoiding home since Mom got sick— Kyle can basically count the amount of 
times Dad has been home with them on both hands, in the past month... or has it been two? 


Kyle sits down on the couch, resting his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands. He 
rubs at his forehead again. That gains him no comfort, though. 


He turns on the television and reclines on the couch, trying to focus with all of the 
background noise. He has nothing else he really needs to do, other than homework. He 
should get on that. He really should. But he doesn’t have the energy. His eyes burn, urging 
him into a distinct tiresome lacking. Deep in his bones, harsh. 


But if he doesn’t do those assignments, he will fail. 


Kyle shuts off the television and grabs his backpack, making his way back upstairs to set up 
his desk for homework. He might surf the Internet while he’s up here, but he thinks that’s 
unlikely. He hasn’t logged into Facebook in a while, but he doesn’t really have the urge to 


check it. So he doesn’t. He kicks the door shut behind himself and plops down in his desk 
chair, pulling his textbook and worksheet out to resume the work he hasn’t yet finished for 
Math... and he has an essay he has to finish for English, too, doesn’t he? 


More than a little overwhelmed, Kyle pulls his phone out from his pocket and retrieves his 
earbuds. Tugging off his sweatshirt and tossing it aside, he opens up YouTube and searches 
the name of a Yiddish Folk Song playlist he used to listen to a lot. With the music set up, he 
situates everything comfortably and begins working. The tunes are familiar to him in a way 
that feels distinctly home. When he listens to music like this, there’s something indescribable 
that settles in his mind. It’s a mix of homesickness and understanding. He doesn’t know how 
to put it into words, but it’s powerful and helps him feel more at ease. 


At the same time, though, it grows to be too much very quickly. Halfway through the album, 
he hears the beginning words of a song his mother used to hum. Not necessarily to him, and 
not necessarily at night, though he wouldn’t be surprised if that’s where he first heard it. The 
homesickness returns, stronger, more intense. The worksheet is only half done, but he puts 
the pencil down and rests his head on his arms and just listens. There’s a lot going on, he 
thinks. There’s a lot going on at once, and none of it is helping him feel like he can do this. 


Maybe it’s stupid, but he whispers the words aloud as they’re sung. He barely understands 
them as they pass— not an English translation, at least. He knows the language— or, maybe 
the song— well enough to hear the words and associate them with the pictures and feelings 
rather than English. The gentle thrum of a guitar echoes in the background of the lyrics, and 
he softly hums his breaths out with that guitar as a guide. 


The guitar reminds him of Stan. He wonders if Stan might be able to play this song for him, 
sometime. Maybe when all of this is over, and they’re all less stupid or in college or 
something. When Mom is better and Eric is gone and his family is okay. Maybe Stan will be 
happy again. Maybe— and this is wishful thinking— even without the meds. Maybe he’ll... 
find something that makes him happy. That’s all Kyle cares about, really. His family being 
healthy, and Stan being happy. 


But it feels very impossible. Very distant, at the very least. He looks into the future and sees 
Stan smiling and happy and... dating Wendy, or something, just— having a good life. And he 
pictures his parents and his little brother going off to college at, what, the same fucking time 
Kyle will be in college, and he sees Kenny finally moving out of that dump of a house and 
Eric is in prison, maybe, for some crime he has committed... but there’s something missing. 


Kyle. 
Kyle is in no depictions of the happy, imaginary future. 


It’s pathetic, it really is. As Kyle realizes this fact, he finds that he doesn’t want to be in that 
future. He just wants everyone else to be happy without him, honestly. He just wants to be 
able to rest and be forgotten. He doesn’t even want to be missed, he just wants to be gone. 
And maybe that doesn’t even mean he wants to die. Maybe that just means he wants to be 
pushed away into a dark corner and forgotten about. Complete college, become a chemist or 
doctor or whatever his plan was when he outlined his high school career, and live alone and 
be alone and just... not exist to anyone, anywhere. 


Now that future is nice. 


The song ends. Kyle presses the replay button and loses himself, once more, to thoughts of 
the nothing for himself and the everything for everyone else. 


He doesn’t know how many times he listens to the song. It’s long enough to grow tired, and 
it’s long enough to begin dozing. 


Eventually, though, he awakens. 


The album has continued to play as he drifted in mindless rest. It’s on a different song that 
he’s slightly less familiar with, yet still remembers. Blinking his eyes open in the closing-in 
darkness, he flicks on the lamp at his desk and stands up, turning off the music. He takes out 
the earbuds and wraps his phone up in them, keeping both things contained at the corner of 
his desk. The homework can wait until later. For now, he needs to sleep. Maybe he’ll be able 
to stay after school tomorrow. Maybe he’ll be able to catch up then. It would be nice to have 
some time away from home, just to chill and work on the shit he needs to get done and 


Someone touches Kyle’s back, a firm hand that moves to his shoulder. Kyle’s subconscious 
doesn’t think to flinch, knowing the hand to belong to his father. 


When he turns, though, he is met by the deep dark brown swirling eyes of Eric. 


Though his heart is thundering in his chest, Kyle speaks calmly, low in his chest and firm in 
his question of, “What the hell?” and then when he spots his open bedroom window and the 
aura of cold amassing by that corner of the room and the curtains, “For fuck’s sake, can’t you 
use the door like a normal person?” 


Eric pushes Kyle’s desk chair out of the way. It rolls silently across the carpeting, though 
catches and almost tips when it runs over a stray pencil. Kyle must have dropped it when he 
lifted and spread his arms on the table, but he doesn’t have the focus to think on such a trivial 
manner, even though his brain would really like to. As Eric approaches, his mind keeps 
hopping to thoughts of that pencil. What it might look like in the carpet. Pressed in the woven 
fibers. Nestled like it’s in blankets. Or pillows, maybe more accurate. 


Eric grabs Kyle by the wrists. There’s something in Eric’s right hand, and when Kyle adjusts 
his arm, the tip of it pricks into the fleshy part of his palm. Kyle inhales sharply at the 
sensation, automatically trying to step back and tug his hands away, but he doesn’t succeed. 
Eric isn’t pinning Kyle to the desk, but he is damn close to doing so. Kyle doesn’t like the 
position. His spine aches from the mild lean as he tries to shy away from this— whatever this 
may or may not even be. His brain, of course, assumes the worst. But the blade doesn’t fit the 
bill, in that scenario. In a moment- in a flash of a moment- Kyle realizes he might die tonight. 


Kyle’s carpeting is a faint color in the dimness of the desk lamp’s glow. Against all odds, he 
recalls the color of the carpeting with mild interest. Though he does not gaze at it, he finds 
the blue-green almost supernaturally comforting in the fact that it has always been there. For 
the most part, at least— did they ever remove the carpeting up here? He remembers there 
being a stain in that corner, the same corner with the pencil... 


“Oh, you’re so very fun,” Eric hums, a quiet whisper above the heave of his breath. It feels 
like it collects in the shadows of the room, like each of those pockets of dark is a basket 
waiting for such a thing to be able to grab it and drink it in. Eric begins to walk backwards, 
pulling Kyle one step at a time. There is a stinging, unnerving warmth that spreads from 
where the blade presses into Kyle’s palm. Locked into the paralysis of his own brain 
struggling to process, Kyle can do little more other than follow lead. 


...or maybe that stain was never really there? Maybe it was like the stain beneath the table in 
the kitchen. Something Kyle imagined was there, or perhaps something his brain concocted 
in recent moments and splashed there as a false recollection. He doesn’t know if he actually 
saw it or if his brain pasted the dining table stain on a memory of his carpeting, now that he 
thinks about it... 


“I honestly think I might have to thank you,” Eric says. He pushes Kyle, and Kyle falls down 
onto his mattress, bouncing with the natural give of the springs. Suddenly aware of himself 
again, Kyle pushes himself up onto his bottom rather than his back. In a flash, from the 
minimal amount of light that sheds in from the corners, he sees a speck of blood that slips 
from his palm. Mere milliseconds pass before Kyle feels a tight grip on his ankles and he’s 
being pulled down his bed. He falls backward from the force of it, onto his back. When the 
pressure on his ankles disappears, he bends his knees to 


...he’s never really had to put this much thought into stains. It’s a very strange phenomenon, 
Kyle muses. His lack of thought in the tiny details may have lead him into a psychological 
trap. He wonders if it’s normal to hallucinate about seeing stains. He has heard of people 
hallucinating about bugs... 


try and push himself back up, and he succeeds. Kyle grabs fistfuls of the comforter and 
scrabbles in the mess of fabric to bolt off his bed, but Eric climbs up behind him and wraps 
his arms around Kyle’s waist, pulling him close so Kyle’s back is flush with Eric’s chest. Eric 
lets go of Kyle’s waist and takes Kyle’s wrists, instead. Kyle hisses when Eric grips the tiny 
nick of his palm, the blood sticking and becoming thin and brittle in the air. “At first, I didn’t 
even think of taking things into my own hands, but you pushed it, didn’t you? Yes, yes, you 
allllways push it...” Eric pulls Kyle’s hands, holding his wrists tighter, wrapping his arms 
once more around Kyle’s waist. The blade has been forgotten, discarded elsewhere. Kyle tries 
to look around, tries to find it, but the room is too dark and the single light of his lamp is 
behind Eric’s back. Eric ducks his head, resting it in the crook of the right side of Kyle’s 
neck. His breath feels thick, heady and fogging Kyle’s skin. Eric rocks forward, bringing 
Kyle with him, until Kyle is almost folded in half. Eric is holding him so tight, tight 


...and voices, too, he has heard of people hallucinating voices, but he hasn’t heard of anyone 
hallucinating stains. Is that a good sign, or a bad sign? Or does it technically mean nothing? 
Kyle knows, with all legitimacy, that he is okay— why would he not be?— but he can’t help 
but wonder if it’s normal to occasionally hallucinate much of anything at all, no matter the 
nature of the hallucination... 


enough that Kyle feels like he can’t breathe, his arms pinned across his stomach. The position 
is odd. Eric presses down, heavy, and suddenly one of Eric’s arms has disappeared from the 
odd bear-hug-from-behind. Kyle uses the moment to squirm one arm free, reaching up behind 


him to hit Eric on the head with a closed fist. Eric makes a growl of pain and jerks, 
momentarily letting go. Kyle lurches forward, crawling toward the foot of the bed. The light 
from the desk lamp across the room burns figures in the corner of his gaze. Run, run, run— 
Eric grabs the back of Kyle’s shirt and pulls him back up, though he struggles to do so, 
growling, “Stop moving,” with a solid, snappish voice. Kyle is pulled back until they’re in 
the same position from earlier, Kyle’s back flush with Eric’s front. Eric has retrieved the 
blade; Kyle feels it from the cold within the heart of Eric’s palm, gripping the back of Kyle’s 
wrist. 


...Kyle has never so much as assumed what seeing unreal things would feel like. It’s very 
strange, now that the thought is in his head. Speaking of stains, though, Kyle remembers one 
time when he was at Stan’s house... 


“What are you doing?” Kyle hisses, thrashing awkwardly in an attempted escape. Of course, 
it does very little for him. Eric’s posture and perch behind him adjusts in a very noticeable 
way. Eric leans forward until his mouth is pressing into the pulse point of Kyle’s throat, the 
heat and pressure noticeable against Kyle’s skin. Eric grabs Kyle’s left arm and forces it away 
from Kyle’s torso, holding it outstretched and slightly bent. In that moment, Kyle makes a 
connection. It’s like Eric is preparing a canvas, isn’t it? It’s like Eric is preparing a canvas. 


...-he and Stan were talking about— what were they talking about? The latest video-game 
release for the Game Sphere?— something, and Sparky came up to them and sat right in front 
of Kyle. Literally not an inch away from Kyle’s foot, Sparky peed right on the carpet. Neither 
of them realized what was happening until Kyle happened to glance down and see it. Kyle 
and Stan laughed about that for a very long time, didn’t they? Yeah... 


Eric reaffirms his grip on Kyle’s wrist with his right hand. He can see Eric’s grasp. He 
watches with horror as Eric slips the blade into Kyle’s frozen hand, squeezes Kyle’s fingers 
shut around it, to hold like Kyle will be the one doing the cutting... but that’s not what’s 
happening, is it? Not really. Eric holds Kyle’s right hand like he’s instructing. Like he’s going 
to show Kyle how to do it while still using Kyle’s own hand and in that moment, Kyle knows 
that’s exactly what is going to happen. Eric lifts Kyle’s right hand, moves it to the first, water- 
faded number on Kyle's left forearm. The blade kisses Kyle’s skin and Kyle cannot breathe 
with the weight of it all. Eric tests the blade across that first number, gently scratching the 
straight pattern of the 1. Kyle tenses his muscles and holds back when Eric starts to press. 
Kyle tries to drop the blade but Eric is holding his hand so firmly in his own. “Don’t,” Kyle 
hisses, thrashing and throwing himself back against Eric. Eric huffs. “Don’t you do it, don’t 


“Oh, hush hush huuush,” Eric coos, adjusting his weight and grip. That’s what it is. 1. 1. 1. 1 
1 1 until it stings and scratches and hurts and burns and cuts into the flesh of Kyle’s left arm. 
Kyle makes a noise, he can’t help it. It’s a whine— sharp and pitiful, filling his bedroom’s 
silence with something more than just slightly embarrassing. Blood pools up from the single 
cut— Kyle can feel it, the straightness of the number etched into his arm, the warmth and 
heat of the bubbling red— “Do you want me to sing you a little lullaby? Shpil zhe dir a lidele 
in yiddishe?” 


“You don’t know Yiddish,” Kyle says. His attempt at being loud is squashed by Eric’s sudden 
push, forcing the air out of his lungs in an embarrassing grunt. As Eric moves to carve in the 
next number, Kyle chokes, “TIl scream, I will scream, stop right now or I will scream, I—” 


“T don’t think you will,” Eric says. “You know how I know? Because little baby Ike is 
sleeping, isn’t he? And where is your Aba when you need him, hmm? Too bad he’s stuck at 
work, isn’t he... so you’re left with poor little baby Ike, sleeping soundly in bed, trying to 
recover from that poor little baby i//ness he caught, isn’t that right?” 


“How did you know?” Kyle asks. He gasps for air, trying to gather himself in the face of 
everything going on. His voice is pathetically brittle in the air, coughing winter-full breezes 
into his room from the open window. Eric presses down again, the edge of the blade making 
contact with the start of the next number. The second 1. The first is already bleeding a lot, a 
pool collecting on the fabric of Eric’s jean-clad knee, where his left arm is resting. Kyle 
wants to run, but he does not dare move in the fear of shifting and feeling another erection 
from Eric, like the one in the car, like— 


The world throbs around them. 


Kyle feels the pressure of Eric guiding the blade again, and Kyle can’t help it. His voice 
cracks, “Don’t do it, don t!” 


“Shh, shh, shh... you’ll wake the baby,” Eric whispers, his breath suddenly hot and damp on 
Kyle’s cheek. The blade cuts into the next number, the faded-ink-dyed flesh parting with 
dangerous simplicity, with zero resistance, giving in so easily. Kyle gasps, mouth opening 
and throat constricting to let off another choked whimper. The pain is new to him— an 
indescribably horrid experience. It’s a tearing, ripping, jagged drag across the skin of his arm. 
If he’s quiet enough, he swears he can hear the skin layers breaking and the blood pooling... 
“And if you wake the baby— well, let’s just say you’re not in the best condition to help him, 
hmm? Oh, no no no, you aren’t, you really aren’t...” 
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“...and you don’t want poor little baby Ike to meet the same fate, do you?” Eric asks. “Did 
you know this number is an anagram of my eighteenth birthday?” 


Disgustingly, Eric lets out a laugh, however soft, it still sends frightened chills through Kyle. 
“You know why? Because that's the day you'll be aaall mine!” Eric inhales, though it sounds 
almost like a gasp. “I could carve his eighteenth birthday into his arm, you know— mark the 
date I could have him, too... a calendar made of Jew skin, if you will.” 


A terrified chill clatters through Kyle’s spine, forcing his eyes open and staring at the blank 
darkness of his bedroom, unfolding like a puzzle of patterns in the center of his gaze. He 
spots the wood of his door, the slight echo of light shedding beneath it. How much blood is 
there? It’s soaking through Eric’s pants, it’s probably getting on Kyle’s, too— he’ll have to 
throw this pair away but “Please, stop, Cartman, stop—” the next number starts and 2 and 2 
and twisting it into his arm you cannot cut circles into skin “Dont hurt him please don t 
hurt my brother—”’ 


“I won’t,” Eric whispers, “if you stay quiet.” 


The blade digs into the end of the 2 and Kyle bites down on his lip so hard he swears he 
tastes the same blood which leaks from his arm. He sucks the phantom flavor between his 
teeth and squeezes his eyes shut until he sees stars, dizzied by the impact or maybe dizzy 
from a perception of the blood he has lost, he’s unsure. The hand holding Kyle’s left arm still 
slips, and when Eric readjusts his grip, it sticks to Kyle’s arm, naturally tacky from the 
adhesive of drying blood. It hurts it hurts it hurts so bad so bad so bad please “Please,” 
Kyle’s voice is but a dry whisper: “Cartman, Cartman, stop, Eric—” 


“Yesss, keep saying my name like that,” Eric says, the S sound drawn out between his teeth 
and slipping from his tongue, a rattling snake of something separating, of the skin contracting 
from the tension of the blade, of the give and red and stained sheets, stained in the shape and 
pin of his arm, a permanent reminder and Eric pauses, licking a wet, overheated mark of 
breath and teasing scraping of teeth over the right side of Kyle’s neck. Kyle expects a hickey, 
but he doesn’t get one. Instead, he hears Eric whispering quietly to himself: “Not yet, not 
yet...” 


The lull is over quickly. 
Eric resumes, his grip unendingly bruising. 


“Why are you doing this?” Kyle whispers, not daring to be louder— not that he physically 
can. Speaking just this loudly is a chore in and of itself. He feels frozen, useless as he 
endures. His eyes have adjusted slightly in the dark, and he sees a flicker, the darkness 
becoming pure black and Kyle feels like he can’t breathe and there’s the 3, theres the 3, the 
straight-lined jagged curves of the number creating pools and crescents of red-hot, collecting 
with the other numbers and dribbling heat down the sides of his arm. “Why are you doing 
this?” 


“Oh, good boy, good boy, look at the perfect skin of your perfect body...” Eric says. He 
sounds out-of-breath, like he just ran a mile or like he’s been making out for the past half- 
hour, like he’s trying to contain himself or keep his composure or maybe he’s about to give 
into something. Kyle tries to inhale but his lungs won’t work. He is endlessly reminded of his 
insides, of the blood and the panic and the testing the testing what about— is Ike okay? Ike is 
okay, right? Eric huffs a breathless laugh, sucking in air with the statement of, “Not anymore, 
huh? Perfect, perfect, perfect little Jewish baby, not anymore...” 


Another soft whisper: “Stop it, Eric, it hurts—” 

“Just like that...” 

“— Fric, please, Eric—” 

“look at it, look at all of this, of you, it’s so imperfect...” 


Kyle whimpers, back to biting the inside of his cheek and his lips and anywhere his teeth can 
reach. His arm has been through so much it has numbed, a frozen cold forcing him to flex his 
fingers just to make sure his arm is still there and it is, it is, and the muscle feels like it’s 


cramping, a burning sick ache, like it’s wrong. It’s something so intense. It’s so hot, the 
inside, so inflamed and irritated. Fireworks of his own biology, DNA and genetic makeup. 
The 7 is over before Kyle can realize the start of it. The downward dip of the 7’s tail digs in 
farther than the rest. Kyle can’t hold back the cry, but he doesn’t have to because Eric drops 
Kyle’s arm and grabs Kyle’s chin, turns his head sharply, and kisses him. 


The blade is gone; Kyle has dropped it, and Eric has dropped Kyle’s hand. Eric’s free palm 
shifts over the new and budding blood on Kyle’s left arm, but sticks in the wake of the 
drying, caking attempts at healing, filling the cuts so thoroughly. Kyle shakes, from head to 
toe his body quivers, wrecked with the freezing of his fight-flight response, adrenaline 
pumping and keeping him from fully processing, his brain shattered and unsure and 
confused, eyes wide and staring at the tilted head of Eric as their lips press together so— 


“Poor baby...” Eric says, pulling away. Kyle doesn’t even try to shy away; it’s no use. He 
can’t move. Eric grins, a big grin, a winner’s grin, at Kyle. Before Kyle can even think to 
attempt understanding, Eric leans down and presses their noses together, an Eskimo kiss. 

“Poor Jewish baby, all alone, oh...” 


Tears bud and fall from Kyle’s eyes. Humiliation forces Kyle over the edge of sobs. Quiet 
sobs, soundless sobs. His mouth frowns and his brows furrow, eyes closing as wet slides 
across his face and drips onto his shirt. Eric gets up, removing himself from Kyle. Eric 
pushes Kyle onto his back, one hand still cradling the flowing wound on Kyle’s arm. Eric 
leans down, and just when Kyle expects Eric to kiss him again, Eric licks across Kyle’s damp 
cheek, leaving a quickly-drying track of saliva just under his eye. Eric leans back, then, a 
dreamlike smile cracking over his lips. 


“Your tears,” Eric chuckles, cheeks red from genuine amusement, “taste delicious.” 


Kyle hiccups. A quiet sound. Almost keening, though it’s barely audible. Something 
twitches. Eric’s expression falters— though Kyle knows better than to assume it to be in 
empathy. Because just like that, the expression turns to disgust. Anger. Eric drops Kyle’s arm 
on the mattress; a shock-wave of burning and itching grabs and squeezes the injured and torn 
flesh. 


“Clean yourself up,” Eric spits. He climbs off of the bed, crosses to the window, and heads 
out the way he came in. The window slips shut behind him. Kyle thinks he glances a rope, 
but he’s not sure, and he doesn’t care enough to wonder. 


Eric left the blade behind. 
And it’s strange. 


Because in the morph of expressions on Eric’s face, in the slew of things Kyle saw within his 
tension, in it all— 


Kyle swears he saw fear. 


Chapter End Notes 


well this was painful to write 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome 


Intermission V 


Chapter Summary 


Stan’s backpack. 


Kyle stares at it. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


It’s Saturday, after all. 


Kyle feels nothing. He slips into the hospital room. He ignores the nurses. He ignores the 
noises. He ignores the smells. He thinks on broken things and the strange flicker within his 
arm, that he decides isn’t actually there. He walks past the curtain, which is half-drawn, and 
comes to a very sudden halt when he sees that Stan isn’t alone. 


Butters is there, and he’s smiling so happily as he reads from a 3 Minute Bedtime Stories 
book. Kyle used to have on of those, too, but he got rid of it before he hit the third grade. In 
the middle of narrating the story about the Little Dutch Boy, Butters glances up, widens his 
smile just a bit, and resumes his elaborate storytelling. Kyle glances at Stan, who still lays 
motionless in that hospital bed with machines breathing for him, and decides he doesn’t have 
the heart to stop Butters from doing what he’s doing. Kyle takes a seat in one of the chairs set 
up next to the window. 


Kyle watches cars enter and leave the parking lot. He stares at the snow, though the weather 
has started to warm up with the introduction of February, and some spots are melting just the 
slightest. It won’t last long, everyone in South Park knows that. Stan would, too. But Stan 
would still leap on the opportunity to go bike riding. It’s weird. Even on Stan’s darkest days, 
he would always cheer up when the snow started to melt. 


Butters finishes the story soon enough. The room is silent until Butters closes the book. Then, 
the air is full of an old, plastic-spine book creaking and shifting closed. There is some more 
rustling. When Kyle looks up, he is shocked to see that Butters now stands hardly a few feet 
away, holding a backpack out for Kyle to take. 


Stan’s backpack. 
Kyle stares at it. 


“Go ahead,” Butters says, reaching further to bring the object closer. “Take it, he 
commissioned it for you.” 


A spaced feeling interrupts Kyle’s thoughts, and although he is reluctant, he takes the 
backpack nonetheless. “Commissioned?” Kyle mutters, turning the backpack over in his 
hands. And there, he sees it. 


Dandelions. 


On the worn, ratty, gray fabric of the face of Stan’s backpack, there is a field of dandelions. 
Golden stems and silver puffs and seeds. Some are naked, with their seeds scattering higher 
up on the backpack, near the handle. Others are stuffed full, a fluff ball of silver on a rope of 
gold, leading down to the bottom, bronze grass growing from the floor of the backpack. All 
drawn in metallic Sharpie. 


You have the AB blood type, right? 

So that means you have a codominant trait. 
And flowers have codominant traits. 

So, vicariously... 


Kyle looks at Stan’s body, watches his chest rise in time with the hum of the fucking 
machine. 


“I didn’t want to,” Butters says. “He came up to me the day—... anyway, he came up to me 
and told me to give this to you, and then all of this happened, and I didn’t really wanna do it, 
so I pushed it off, and...” 


Butters shuffles, looking extremely uncomfortable. 


“...and I feel guilty about that,” Butters admits, lowering his head. “Because I think this was 
his dying wish, and... I don’t know.” 


Kyle looks at the field of dandelions. 


“I said it would be done on Tuesday, but I only finished it this morning,” Butters says. “You 
come here every day, so I decided to stay here until I could find you, and...” 


“Why?” Kyle asks. Butters stops, very stiff, rubbing his right arm with his left hand. Kyle 
swallows. “Why did you give it to me?” 


Butters, apparently at a loss for words, says, “Because you’re the one he wanted to give it to, 
Kyle.” 


Kyle doesn’t know what to say to that, so he says nothing. His throat tries to close and his 
eyes try to water. He chokes back the reaction and grips the backpack tighter, feeling the 
fabric of it. Wait... 


“He had a message, too,” Butters says. “I asked him, ‘Why dandelions?’ and he said...” 


Kyle waits. 


“He said, ‘Because it helps letting go feel a little more okay’.” 


It smells like Stan. The backpack, it smells like Stan. Like there’s a frozen bit of his essence 
in it, still. It’s masked slightly by the watery, chlorine-esque scent of Sharpies, and the fruity 
smell of Butters’ house, but Stan is definitely, definitely still there beneath it all. 


“Kyle, I... I know it’s none of my business, but...” Butters trails off, looking almost ashamed 
at the floor beneath him. Kyle watches his body language, examines the way he holds 
himself. In the quiet, in the soft, with the machine breathing and Stan laying asleep... Butters 
inhales. “You’re keeping Stan on life support, Kyle, you and his parents, and I just— I just 
wondered if that’s really what Stan would have wanted.” 


Kyle’s skin goes cold. 


“T mean, if he was in so much pain that he decided the only way out was...” Butters looks at 
Stan. Kyle stares at Butters, daggers in his eyes. Butters frowns. “It’s been so long with no 
response, and if he wakes up, Kyle, he’s not going to be—... shouldn’t he be able to decide 
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“Get out,” Kyle says. 
Butters’ eyes go wide. “Oh—” he chokes, “Oh, I didn’t mean...” 
“Get out,” Kyle repeats. 


Butters presses his lips together. He apologizes, but Kyle doesn’t hear it. He’s caught up, 
watching Stan, watching him breathe, waiting for the machines to beep. Butters leaves with 
the book and Kyle moves, sitting in the chair Butters had been using at Stan’s bedside. Kyle 
sets down the backpack. He grabs Stan’s hand. 


Feels it. 

Feels it, still real. 

“The snow is melting, Stan,” Kyle says. “The snow is melting, wake up.” 
Nothing. 


“Please, the snow is melting.” 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted on wednesday, july 10th 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome 


Dandelions 


Chapter Summary 


No matter what happens, Kyle can do this on his own. 


Chapter Notes 


CONTENT WARNING for gore / cuts 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Curled up on his side in bed, Kyle protects his blood-slick and throbbing arm, subconsciously 
trying to hold the splits in his skin together. With horror, he notes that there is blood on the 
gray sheets of his bed. He thinks it must have dripped from his arm, or maybe Eric did 
something that Kyle can’t remember. Kyle, terrified of how much red there is, finds himself 
moving automatically. He tears himself from the bed and stumbles to the door. He catches 
himself on it, head rushing and urging him to faint, but he refuses. He fumbles with the knob 
until he realizes Eric had locked it. He unlocks it and peeks out, making sure the coast is clear 
before he exits. He listens, too; hearing nothing, he allows himself to leave his bedroom. 


Kyle rushes to the bathroom as quietly as possible and locks himself in, hoping and begging 
and praying that no blood dripped from his arm onto the floor on his way here. He gazes 
around the room, unsure of what to do, spun around on his heels and trying to connect the 
dots. He spots the toilet but that isn’t going to be helpful here. He spots the sink and he 
knows it'll look bad if there’s blood in it but he can’t get a steady wash in the bathtub, so 
Kyle decides. He settles for the sink and turns the water on full-blast, a neutral warm because 
he’s afraid it’ll hurt too much otherwise. Gritting his teeth, he shoves his bloodied forearm 
beneath the stream of water and bites his lip at the sting. 


It hurts more than just a little; it hurts a lot. The more he thinks about it, the more he knows. 
The more he knows, the less he wants to— the previously unmarred flesh of his arm has 
become tainted by a profusely blushing wound, weeping in a dizzying maraschino that he 
can’t figure out. The number glares up at him, warm from body-heat that’s being lost through 
the tears: 77237. A branding. That's what this is. It's a branding. 


Kyle presses his shaking palm reluctantly against the broken flesh. It’s hot beneath his touch, 
hotter than the red color of his own blood. As he rubs the slowly-scabbing and dry thicket of 
adhesive red from the pale surface of his arm, he thinks of the makeup. He thinks of the 
contents, the character, of this very thing. He thinks of Stan, of the jest, the You have AB 
blood type, right? Of the fact that Kyle is a dandelion, a flower with a co-dominant trait that 


shows beneath his skin. His curly hair be damned, he is a fucking flower scrubbing the color 
of his genes out of the chassis he was doomed to die in and the blood just wont stop. He 
scrabbles at it, uses his shaking hand to collect the blood that drips and bring it back to the 
cuts, trying to fix it but it isn’t working, 1t— 


Pressure. He needs— he needs pressure, pressure to hold against the wound to stop the 
bleeding to induce clotting and healing and he needs... disinfectant, to clear the wound of 
any possibility of infection, right? Kyle rinses the red off of his palm with the help of soap, 
though even that doesn’t seem to get rid of the stain. He digs through the medicine cabinet, 
trying to find something even while he fights to keep his arm under the water— is this what 
he’s supposed to do? He doesn’t know, he’s not... he doesn’t know. He should tell someone. 
He should call someone. He should call someone and tell them he did this to himself and he 
needs help please help me but then what? He’ll be kept in a psych ward and he CANNOT 
PROTECT IF YOU ARE IN THE PSYCHE WARD YOU MORON 


Kyle finds a bottle of hydrogen peroxide. He wants to use it but he decides against it because 
he’s unsure. He can’t think straight, he can’t see straight, what if that’s not what he thinks it is 
and what if it is but he’s mixing two substances up and this will hurt him? What if it’ll kill 
him? Kyle finds a washcloth and an Ace bandage and gauze and medical tape. He puts each 
item on the counter. He grabs the washcloth, removes his arm from under the running tap, 
and holds that cloth against the cuts, keeping pressure. 


Above the heart. That’s— keep it above the heart. Kyle lifts his arm up, keeps the pressure 
constant, thinks and breathes and stares at his own reflection and look at him, he looks 
ridiculous. Look at him, his arm up like that. Look at him, tears staining his cheeks and a 
stray smear of red on his chin. It’s funny, yes, it’s funny, look at him, look at him but why 
aren’t you laughing? 


Kyle doesn’t know how long he stays like that. Minutes, probably, though it feels like days. 
He slowly lowers his arm and lifts the cloth to check the status of the bleeding. It seems to 
have slowed. The cuts are still open, and they still pepper with inflammation and deep red, 
but they are not dripping or pooling the way they were earlier. Kyle doesn’t necessarily feel 
like he can breathe, but he feels a bit more like he can think. His chest hurts. The very 
foundation of his stomach aches. He holds pressure a little longer, just a minute or so, just so 
he knows for certain that he is okay. 


Kyle sets the washcloth down on the sink and turns the water on again, this time keeping it a 
slow, warm trickle. He rinses gently, breathing with every adjustment. His arm and 
everything in it is throbbing. The cut is a split, something he wonders if he’ll ever be able to 
stop feeling. He wonders if he has ever had a normal arm. He squeezes some soap into his 
palm and gently washes around the wound. He rinses some more and tries to keep everything 
contained. He needs blood. It’s kind of important to survival, you know that? 


At some point, he stops being able to look at it without feeling nauseous. He chokes through 
harshened swallows and bites at the insides of his cheeks and lips until he tastes copper and 
the familiarity of the damaged skin. He can hardly think, even as he dabs the fresh, slitted 
cuts dry with Kleenex. His brain buzzes like he’s on a train, and the world around him fluxes 


in and out of focus. It slowly fades out, and then it rushes back in at him with frightening 
clarity, only to fade and drift once more. 


Kyle wraps his arm in gauze, which he is still kind of amazed that they have, and then 
proceeds to wrap the Ace bandage around and around his forearm. It spans from just after his 
elbow to just before his wrist. Some blood smears on the outside of the bandage, but he can 
hide that with sleeves. He can hide it all with sleeves. He wanted to be a doctor at one point. 
In some ways, he still does want to be a doctor. He has done research on this type of thing, he 
has memorized articles and chapters of medical textbooks his mother had left over from 
college, he has spent his life being surrounded by medicine and doctors and tests and blood. 


No matter what happens, Kyle can do this on his own. 
He can... 


He can prevent infection by cleaning it at least twice a day— once in the morning, once at 
night, maybe once in the evening when he gets home. He can stop at the drugstore and buy 
some Neosporin or something, too. And more bandages and more gauze, because this one 

time has almost rendered the gauze extinct from their medicine cabinet. 


Kyle looks up at himself in the mirror. At his red-rimmed eyes, the tear stains down his 
cheeks, the smear of blood on his chin. The mirror has fogged from the use of the water, just 
a bit. He lifts his uninjured arm, uses that shaking, unsteady hand to try and rub away the red 
on his chin. It leaves remains, little flecks of dark that he brushes away with the pads of his 
fingers. 


Smile, you’re on camera. 


Kyle’s breath shivers in his chest, heaves in his throat, comes out in a whispering sigh. He 
sniffles, trying to keep back the tears by blinking them away, attempting whatever he can, but 
the water collects in the corners of his eyes and spreads and he watches himself as his face 
contorts. His expression tenses and he sobs. He presses his palm, now clean, over his mouth 
to keep himself silent. 


Ike is sick, he doesn’t need to hear Kyle crying. Ike has his own things to worry about, and— 
oh, oh god, what if Eric...? 


Kyle gasps, his airways whistling, a cold shiver gripping his heart. He looks at the blood- 
smeared washcloth and tries to figure out how he’s going to clean it. It’1l be stained. He’s let 
it go too long, hasn’t he, but he’s— 


Kyle grabs the washcloth and wraps it up with toilet paper, then throws it away. They have 
plenty. They have plenty of these fucking things, one missing washcloth isn’t going to irk 
anyone. He rinses his hands and face and washes the counter. He tries his best to make quick 
work of cleanup although he’s still shuddering, shaking and shutting down. His brain is on 
Ike, on if he’s okay, on if he’ll be okay, on Eric and his disgusting self. 


Kyle genuinely feels so... disturbed, so sick to his stomach, so ill. Just thinking that a person 
exists that genuinely finds pleasure in hurting people like this. This isn’t on the news. This is 


real life. This isn’t a distant thing happening to a distant person, this is a real thing happening 
to Kyle and he doesn’t know how to get out of it. He doesn’t know how to stop it. 


For a moment, he needs to stop and recover. He breathes. He calms. He feels no better, and 
now his headache has returned with a vengeance. His face is still red, but it isn’t bloody 
anymore. He pushes his way out of the bathroom and makes his way to Ike’s room with 
ringing ears and the threat of further tears. He gently knocks, and when he gets no response, 
he opens the door and peers in. Ike is fast asleep, the blanket around his torso while his legs 
are in direct line of the fan. The oscillation of it keeps the airflow going, and every time that 
fan moves just right, Ike’s hair flutters. Kyle waits, too long, because he’s afraid that Ike isn’t 
breathing. 


Please. Breathe. Inhale. C’mon, Ike. Breathe. Breathe. 

Ike exhales. 

Inhale. 

Ike inhales. 

Kyle presses his lips together and pushes back a sob of relief. 


The house, in all its half-empty glory, remains silent as a castle in an abandoned forest. The 
hall folds around him. He wants to shrink. He wants to fall, to collapse into a ball on the floor 
and sob as loud as he can possibly get away with, but he can’t. 


He can’t do anything. 


Kyle makes his way back to his bedroom. He pushes the door closed as quietly as he possibly 
can, crawls into bed, and stares up at the ceiling. He rests his hands, palm-up, on the mattress 
at either side of himself. He wonders if anything would be better if he were dead. Laying on 
his own, six feet below the earth, inside a coffin caked with mud and decomposed relics. He 
would move his arms to ironically imitate a corpse, but he hurts too much to complete such 
an action. His forearm feels like it’s on fire, now. It screams at him, a useless mantra. 


“You can do this, Kyle,” Kyle tells himself. A comfort thing. 


His homework lays, unforgotten but abandoned nonetheless, on his desk. He has no interest 
in completing it, nor does he care about the potential consequences. 


He has no interest in doing anything at all. 
The front door opens; Kyle hears it. 
Dad is home. 


Kyle rolls onto his side and just tries to sleep. 
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Kyle wakes up. 


So he stares at the wall and he waits for the world to fall apart, pretending though he knows 
it’s not true. He recalls moments, though they’re snippets of things he hardly cares much 
about. He recalls himself in the times he rarely hated things. He’d always been a sharp 
person, he guesses, but now he just doesn’t care. You have the fire of your mother! they would 
say, but how can he have the fire of someone who isn’t even there? 


Kyle misses his mom. He misses her so much. His heart hurts, a numbing ache. He listens to 
the buzzing of his brain and the static of his ears and wonders, very slightly, how he’s 
supposed to get out of bed today. 


He pushes himself up anyway, ignoring the roar of his cut arm. 


The sun is up and shining through his window. It covers his bedroom in a very mild glow. His 
homework is still on his desk, sprawled and neat. It’s almost six thirty. He can’t shower this 
morning, he has no time. He needs to focus his energy on cleaning his arm. Besides, he can’t 
shower with the bandage on, and if he takes it off, how is he supposed to keep the shampoo 
and conditioner and body wash out of the cuts? He will shower when he comes up with a 
solution. That’s what he’ll do. When he finds a solution. 


A solution. 
To it all. 
Yeah, okay. 


Kyle slides out of bed and changes. He wears a normal shirt, something casual. Tee-shirt. To 
be casual. 


That’s what he tells himself, even though it’s just the first thing he grabbed. 
Underwear. And he puts on jeans. What he normally wears, see? He’s okay. 
Even though he mostly only has jeans in his dresser. 

New socks. 

Because socks are... 

Good, or... or something. 


Kyle heads into the bathroom and locks the door behind himself. He slowly unwraps the Ace 
bandage and removes the gauze with extreme reluctance. The urge to vomit hits him. It 
doesn’t look awful, but there’s something harsh about the way it has scabbed in places and 
still bleeds in others. The edges are red and trim, and he finds himself wondering if he’s 
supposed to need stitches for some of these. He decides he doesn’t care if he needs stitches 
and simply gently rinses, washes, cleans, and redresses the wound. He can deal. 


See? He’s dealing. 


Kyle brushes his teeth, runs his fingers through his hair, grabs his shit from his desk and goes 
downstairs with his backpack packed up. He stops short on the second to last step when he 
hears Ike and Dad speaking in the kitchen. His lungs freeze for a split second, and without 
thinking, Kyle drops the backpack on the floor and pulls on his winter coat, zipping up. 


Kyle grabs his kit and heads into the kitchen, silent among the chatter of Ike and Dad. He 
listens idly as Ike talks, slightly disoriented and croaky from the intensity of last night’s fever, 
but apparently feeling better this morning. He discusses something about philosophy with 
Dad. 


All the while, Kyle pricks his finger and presses the drop of blood up from the skin 
stares at it for far too long 


shakes himself back to himself and places the drop to the strip and reads his level: 82. Low- 
ish, he guesses. Low-ish. 


Low. 
Kyle doesn’t remember what to do. 
He has been doing this his entire life but he doesn’t remember what to do. 


He shuffles around with the stuff in his kit long enough to bullshit a meaningless interaction 
with his father. 


“Hey, Kyle, how are you doing?” 


“I’m good.” 


“Sleep well?” 
“Yeah.” 
“That’s good.” 
“Mm.” 


Kyle wants to collapse to the floor and stop moving. He almost does, but then Dad comes 
over and pulls him into a side-hug and tells him he’ll be back tonight and leaves after ruffling 
Kyle’s hair. Kyle keeps shuffling with the stuff in his kit. He keeps mumbling nothing to 
himself within his brain, thoughtless thoughts of full displeasure. 


He should... 
Eat. 


He doesn’t want to. He doesn’t have the energy. His stomach already feels full, he doesn’t 
want to have anything. He doesn’t want anything. But he has to. They have fruit snacks. 
Those can bump his sugar up enough to manage. It’ll go to the higher-ish end of normal, 
rather than the low end of normal, and he will probably be more than okay enough to deal 
with the rest of the day. 


Kyle grabs a package of fruit snacks from the cupboard and opens it, ignoring the urge to 
look at the caloric information because he knows it won’t make much of a difference, 
anyway. Anything and everything he eats and drinks feels like too much, even water. If he 
pukes it up, he’ll puke it up regardless. If he doesn’t, then he won’t and it won’t matter and 
he’ ll just have a number swirling in his brain. It’s compulsive, it’s angry, it’s a sharp pain in 
his brain that tells him he HAS TO CHECK THE FUCKING CALORIES but he doesn’t 
because he throws the package away before he can check and NO, okay, he is NOT digging 
around in the fucking trashcan to check the stupid thing. 


He has to draw the line somewhere. 
He draws it there. 


Kyle stares at the colorful collection of gummies in his hand. He bites his tongue and then 
pops them all into his mouth at once, knowing that if he gets it over with and chews and 
chews and swallows then they’re gone and he won’t have to think about it again (even though 
he’ll be thinking about it all day, and he knows that, but a guy can pretend, can’t he?). So 
Kyle does that. He chews and chews and swallows. And they’re gone. 


He drinks a glass of water. He doubles over the kitchen sink when his breakfast tries to come 
back up again. He chokes and swallows it back down and stares into the sink an extra minute 
or two before he allows himself enough leeway to back up and sit down at the kitchen table 
with Ike. Fifteen minutes. He’s going to wait here, fifteen minutes, then go to school. He just 
wants to check his blood sugar again before he leaves. To make sure things are all going to be 
okay. 


Ike is drinking tea, watching. His cheeks are red and he looks tired, younger than he normally 
does. Kyle turns his attention down to the surface of the table, and tries to pick some of the 
stains off of the wood grain. They refuse to move, which is frustrating, even though they are 
so caked-in he can’t feel them. 


“Why are you wearing your jacket?” Ike asks. Kyle shoots him a look. 


“Because I’m cold,” he says, voice monotonous and chilled even to his own ears. He turns 
his gaze back down to the table and wonders where the stains went. 


Fortunately enough, Ike drops the topic and simply stands from the table, shuffling over to 
the sink to rinse out his cup. He sniffs and quietly coughs, his lungs still sounding quite 
ragged. It’s distracting, and Kyle wants to know Ike is okay, but Kyle can’t even convince 
himself that it’s okay to eat. How is he supposed to be helpful if he can’t even do the one 
most basic fucking human function? He can’t. He is not helpful. He never has been, he never 
will be. 


That’s why it’s okay for Eric to be doing this. That’s why Eric wants to. Eric knows and is 
just doing the world a favor. Showing Kyle his faults, or something. 


Kyle shakes the thoughts away as soon as they come. He dips his head lower, stares at his lap 
rather than the table, pretends he’s not slouching and pretends he looks alive rather than dead 
and run-over. He can’t remember how to do anything. What’s the fucking point, huh? 


What? 


Kyle flinches when he realizes Ike has grabbed Kyle’s left wrist. The pressure is too close to 
the still-aching row of cuts, and he pulls away more harshly than he initially planned. He 
didn’t plan on pulling away at all, though. It was just... what he did. He tries to brush it off. 
His heart almost stops when he realizes his sleeve has ridden up, revealing the Ace bandage. 
Kyle tugs it down and crosses his arms over his chest. Bites his lip. Because it hurts too 
much. And he just wants to cry. He wants to be able to cry. 


But he can’t, can he? 

“What do you want?” Kyle asks. 
“Show me your arms,” Ike says. 
“No,” Kyle says. Ike sniffs again. 
“Show me them, please.” 


“Why are you so fascinated with my arms?” Kyle snaps. “They’re just arms, for goodness’ 
sake, you have a pair, too, look at your own.” 


“Yeah, but I didn’t hurt mine,” Ike says, his own tone quite firm. Kyle shakes his head and 
stands from the table, shoving the chair in. Ike, still shaky from being sick, takes a step back, 
but holds his ground surprisingly well. 


“T didn’t cut my arms, Ike,” Kyle says. 
“I didn’t say you cut them,” Ike says. There’s a pause. Then: “Did you cut them?” 
“T didn’t, that— that’s stupid.” 


“Making yourself puke is pretty stupid, too, but that doesn’t stop you, now, does it?” Ike says, 
gesturing in the direction of the bathroom. Kyle swallows thickly, overwhelmed by the terror 
of his own compulsions. “Is that what the bloody tissues in the bathroom are from? You’re 
cutting now?” 


Ike looks angry— no, more than that. Ike looks pissed. Kyle knows his own expression has 
fallen, eyes widened from such a sharp recoil from Ike. Kyle’s stomach twists. He wants to 
run, wants to puke, wants to cry, but more than anything, he wants to go back up to his room 
and bury himself in everything and try not to think and just try to... 


“T’m getting really tired of it,” Ike says, voice going quieter. “I’m getting tired of you being 
so sad and isolating yourself, Kyle, and I mean, I get it, you’re having issues, but we’re all 
having issues. Mom is dying, do you understand that? She’s dying, she’s in a hospital and 
she’s dying and you’re holing yourself up in the bathroom to throw up and cut yourself like 
something out of— of—” 


Ike apparently doesn’t know where to go with that. Kyle doesn’t know where his train of 
thought went, or was going to take him. He just knows that he feels panicked, and Ike looks 
hurt, and sad. Kyle swallows. “I didn’t cut myself,” Kyle says, and while in his soul he 
knows that’s essentially the truth, he also knows that’s essentially a lie. Sure, Eric literally 
forced him to do it to himself, but does that really mean he’s blameless? Does that really 
mean he didn’t cut himself? It was his hand holding the blade. He tried to drop it, but he held 
it. It was him. In the end, it was him. So he changes what he says. “I didn’t do it on purpose, 
okay? It was an accident.” 


“How do you accidentally cut yourself?” Ike asks, sounding utterly skeptical. Kyle can’t help 
but wince. 


“I didn’t—” he takes a moment to inhale. “I was working on a project and I had a run-in with 
some scissors, okay? It serves me right for rolling in my stupid desk chair while I was trying 
to cut out a picture of the grand canyon.” 


That’s the worst, most suspicious excuse in the history of the world ever, isn’t it? Of course it 
is. Ike is frowning, and deep in his eyes, Kyle can see that Ike doesn’t believe it. So of 
course, Kyle digs deeper— keeps talking until it feels real, until he can pretend that he 
believes himself, too. 


“It’s not that big of a deal, Ike, I swear,” Kyle says. “Sure, okay, I have—” 


Some issues with food but he can’t say that, he can’t say it, the words won’t leave his mouth. 
Kyle swallows them down, instead, clearing his throat when it becomes difficult to choke 
back the phrases. 


“some stuff I’m working through, okay? I get it, I know,” Kyle says. “But I don’t cut 
myself, I don’t.” 


Kyle doesn’t like the look on Ike’s face. It worries him. The way his brows are furrowed and 
his mouth is pressed together. Since the kitchen is so quiet, it doesn’t take much movement 
for Kyle to feel deafened. Ike shuffles his feet against the floor, and he sniffs again. If Kyle 
didn’t know better, he would be worried that Ike might be on the verge of tears. 


“T promise,” Kyle says, and he’s trying trying trying so hard to be reassuring. He recalls and 
he remembers, and he pushes away the uncomfortable heat that builds in his stomach at the 
repetitive way last night flickers in his head. Intrusive, the thoughts come, peeling in and 
showing him the way the numbers dripped down his arm. Making his skin feel— and his 
eyes see— and his ears burn... 


And his lips... 


Kyle smiles, giving Ike a nod, something to usher him into comfort, something to portray 
some sort of understanding, to communicate its okay. Ike doesn’t buy it, though. Of course 
Ike wouldn’t buy it. 


“Can I...” Ike pauses, wetting his lips nervously with his tongue, then quickly rubbing his 
mouth dry with his sleeve. His eyes are watery, though Kyle knows that’s likely because Ike 
is sick. Ike refuses to make eye contact. “Can I see it?” 


Kyle is rendered ultimately speechless. With his mouth hanging open and his eyes wide, he 
stares at Ike in shock. “I... what?” 


“I wanna see,” Ike says, like that’s supposed to make it sound less weird. Kyle swallows. Ike 
shifts. “I just— I wanna see what you did to yourself, I wanna see how bad it is, I wanna...” 


Because Ike doesn’t believe Kyle. That’s what it is. Disbelief. Effort. 
“...I wanna understand it, Kyle.” 


Ike gives Kyle this look, with blue eyes that water more than they don’t, something that Kyle 
would prefer not to be familiar with. He can count the number of times his little brother has 
cried on both hands and still have room for the future, but that doesn’t make any time it 
happens any less heartbreaking. Kyle tries not to think about the fact that he has gotten much 
more paternal (his instinct is to say “maternal”, but he is definitely not a woman) as he has 
gotten older. 


Kyle swallows and takes a few steps forward. He pulls a chair out from the kitchen table and 
sits down, gesturing for Ike to do the same. Ike follows suit, pulling a chair over so they’re 
sitting at the side of the table facing each other. Kyle looks Ike dead in the eyes. 


“Ike, I don’t want you to understand it,” Kyle says. “In no universe do I ever want you to 
understand what anything I am going through is like, okay?” 


Ike looks down. 


“I am dealing with it, I promise I am dealing with it,” Kyle tells him. He leans down to 
continue the eye contact that Ike obviously doesn’t want to partake in. “I just need time, 
okay? Don’t tell anyone, please don’t tell Dad, I just need you to trust me, I just need you to 
— to keep yourself safe for now, okay? I just need you to stay out of it for a little bit longer, 
please.” 


Ike begins to fidget with the hem of his pajama shirt, wringing it between his hands and 
tugging the fabric over the knuckles of his closed fists. Like a child with a little too much 
energy, Ike kicks his feet against the floor with gentle movements. Kyle’s heart aches. 

It hurts. 

Kyle’s heart hurts so much. 


“I need you to promise me, Ike.” And Kyle prays. He prays to all that is holy... 


Ike whispers, “I promise.” 
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There’s more, and when he catches a glance at his palms, he sees they are red. 
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Fairly quickly after his interaction with Ike, Kyle leaves for school. His backpack feels 
heavier than it should, and his head feels strangely light, but he refuses to put much thought 
into it. There are moments where things seem to exist more fluently than normal, where the 
scenery blends and he can’t help but examine it. Out of breath, he pauses in the midst of the 
cold. His cheeks sting from the introduction of a mild wind. He sees a tree, and within that 
tree he imagines a labyrinth of carved tunnels that weep sap and sugars. It’s not the right type 
of tree to have such a thing, but he imagines it nonetheless— to the point where it feels 
achingly realistic. 


To the point where he’s convinced there’s sap sticking to his palms. 


Kyle rubs his hands, but they stick together— he swears they do. His heart drops to his 
stomach, a free-fall, something that encapsulates him so wholly. He rips his hands apart and 
grabs onto the sides of his jeans, trying to rub the sap off of his skin and get the adhesive free 
from the webbing between his fingers. The harder he works, the harder he tries, the harder he 
presses, the harder it dries. The more there is of it, the more there is to it, there’s a heightened 
reaction occurring with the sap. It’s more than just sugars and whatever else, it’s more than 
just the normal. There’s... 


There’s more, and when he catches a glance at his palms, he sees they are red. 


His arm throbs, burning hot, and his face follows with increased temperature. His cheeks, 
previously stinging from the cold, now sting from a flush. More than anything else in the 
world, he wants to turn around. He wants to go home and make sure Ike is safe on his own— 
because he’s still sick, and Dad won’t let him go to school if he’s sick. Knowing Eric, 
knowing everything, this would be the day— 


Eric knows, doesn’t he? He knew, he knows, he will know, and he will crawl out during 
lunch and sneak in and kill Ike, won’t he? That’s what he’ll do. Kyle can’t let that happen. He 
has to go home, he has to turn around and go back, he has to protect— 


Something collapses on Kyle from behind him, encasing his body in heat and weight. He 
stumbles a step forward, and without thinking, he shouts. It’s a wordless, nameless sound that 
escapes his throat before he can even think about it. In the seconds surrounding it, his brain 


goes on high-alert, sounding alarms and flashing red, telling him he’s in danger and that he’s 
about to die if he doesn’t get out right now. 


Admittedly, Kyle doesn’t know what happens. Because one moment, he swears he’s being 
held, and the next, he has spun around and he’s facing Kenny. 


And Kenny, more than anything else, looks totally perplexed. He has his hands held up near 
his face, palms out like surrender, showing he has no weapons or isn’t planning on hurting 
Kyle. 


“Dude,” Kenny says. Kyle swallows, hard, because his throat threatens to close and almost 
refuses him the ability to do so. He has to tilt his head forward to get his saliva down. His 
lungs are working double-time, and if his lungs are working twice as fast, then his heart must 
be working four times faster. It throbs in repetitive slams in his chest; he hears it deep in the 
core of each ear. His head throbs with the rhythm of it. Slowly, Kenny lowers his hands back 
down to his sides, asking, “Are you okay? That was— uh, quite the... scream.” 


“I didn’t—” Kyle looks around the neighborhood. To his surprise, they’re closer to the school 
than they are to the residential area. There’s a group of students fifty feet ahead of them or so, 
giving them strange looks. Kyle feels numb to that. “—scream, I... I didn’t scream.” 


“Yeah, you, uh...” another pause from Kenny’s side of things. There’s an awkwardness that’s 
here, but Kyle can’t focus on that. His everything is shaking, making him unsteady on his 
feet, knees weak like he’s suddenly made of gelatin. His vision has expanded to include a 
more expansive version of his surroundings, he swears he can see further— he swears he can 
hear more acutely, he swears he can feel every fiber of his jacket scraping at the individual 
cells of his skin, he... “—okay?” 


Kyle jerks, looking up. “Huh?” he asks, and he finds it funny. He finds it funny that, although 
everything is more acute around him, he still feels underwater, unable to truly understand 
what is going on. 


He’s just... 
...scared? 


“I just asked if you were okay,” Kenny says. His expression twitches; he frowns just the 
slightest bit. Kyle doesn’t trust it, he realizes, he doesn’t trust it whatsoever. He hugs himself, 
rubbing at his biceps, trying to warm himself or develop some sense of comfort from his own 
touch, but he just feels disgusting. It hurts to move too much; his arm screams at him, tells 
him to stop moving. He swears, he can feel the jagged edges of cut flesh catch and scrape 
against gauze and his own body. 


It’s a numbing feeling. 


Kenny and Kyle look at each other. A gust of wind blows, and Kyle feels the way it separates 
his hair. He feels the way it dries out his eyes, so he closes them. Just for a second. Just long 
enough to feel like he can breathe again. Because the world slowly dims around him, slowly 


starts to feel less... disorienting, he guesses? He doesn’t know. He’s just... confused, and he 
wants to go home. 


He wants to go home. 

“Can I talk to you?” Kenny asks. 
“Yeah,” Kyle says. 

So they walk. 


Down the path and toward the school, they walk. Not too close, not too far, just there enough 
to be there. Kyle is hit with the fact that he doesn’t know why they’re walking, and he’s hit 
with the fact that Kenny is talking, but he can’t walk and listen at the same time so he doesn’t 
try. Kenny talks at him about average things. Kyle would say Kenny talks to him, but that 
would be false. It’s at. Kyle isn’t returning, nor is he listening, nor does Kenny seem to 
expect much of a response because he just keeps chatting up a storm, saying things like, 
“Karen was being super annoying this morning, but I gave her my Poptart anyway,” and 
“There’s a family of angry raccoons fucking around in our trash yard,” and “Sometimes I 
really wonder what it’d be like to...” 


Kenny stops just outside the boundaries of the schoolyard, and Kyle stops, too. He’s able to 
blink away the film of the morning from most of his vision, and although he’s slightly 
disturbed at the fact that he was so distant in the first place, he tries not to think about it. Not 
that he has to try very hard; his brain won’t fucking work, anyway. How funny is that? 


“Could we talk behind the school?” Kenny asks. Kyle glances over, furrowing his brows. 


“Well, that’s not sketchy at all,” Kyle says, sarcastic, though he feels it deep in his bones. 
Kenny laughs. 


“Yeah, because I’m gonna bring ya behind the school to kill ya!” 


Kyle has to genuinely reassure himself that Kenny is joking, though laughing is second- 
nature and he does it noncommittally without much more than a blank slate for a brain. 


So Kenny leads Kyle behind the school, because Kyle doesn’t have the vocabulary to deny it 
or suggest a different place— like Stark’s Pond, what about there? But it’s a little too far 
away, and school is starting a little too soon, and of course it wouldn’t work stupid stupid 
stupid so he’s silent. In the midst of his discomfort, he is silent because he actually physically 
cannot say no. He’s forgotten how. 


Kenny holds the big metal back door open for Kyle to walk through first, which Kyle... 
appreciates, he supposes? It’s a little hard to appreciate something that makes him feel so 
wary, but he thanks Kenny and steps out into the renewed cold. At least in the school it was 
warm. 


You know what’s funny? 


He can pinpoint the exact place Eric held him down. 


Kyle stares at that one place for way too long. 
The door shuts with a slam, and Kyle flinches. Hard. 


“So, ve been thinking a lot about Stan,” Kenny says, coming back into Kyle’s field of view. 
He steps into the Square that once contained Kyle’s struggle, and Kyle forces back the urge to 
tell Kenny to take a few steps back because some sick thing deep in Kyle’s head tells him he 
cannot fuck up the natural order of this fucking Square of hell. 


“What about him?” Kyle asks, much more curt than he had meant. Kenny’s expression does a 
thing that Kyle hardly notices. 


“Dude, harsh much?” Kenny says. “You’re the one who said you were worried about him— 
hell, you’re the one who said he might be off his meds and goddammit, Kyle, I think you’re 
right.” 


Kyle replays getting high with Eric. 


“He’s drinking again, y’ know,” Kenny says. “And as fucked as it’s gonna sound, man, I— I 
mean, you knew it, right? You knew he was drinking again? Is that why you told me you 
thought he was off his meds? Because he can’t drink and take those things without getting 
mega super stupid?” 


Kyle hadn’t thought of that, though it makes sense. He feels gravel against his wrists and rubs 
it off. It’s nonexistent, of course, and while Kyle would usually be disturbed by the falsity of 
the sensation, as of now he doesn’t care. Why fight it, anyway? He’s just going to fail. 


“Like, suicide attempt mega super stupid?” 
“Yeah,” Kyle says. 


“He told me some shit,” Kenny says, crossing his arms over his chest. “And, man, I wanna 
get to the bottom of it, so... can we talk about it?” 


“I can’t,” Kyle says. The words are easy. 7 can t. Because he can’t. Eric said no. So, no. And 
Kyle has to be on his best behavior if he wants Ike to be okay. That’s probably what Eric’s 
thought process is, right? If Kyle stays in line, if Kyle stays perfect today, Eric won’t hurt Ike. 
That means no Stan. No talking to him, no looking at him, no thinking about him— and 
certainly no talking about him. Goodness knows what Eric has done to assure obedience. 
Kyle’s phone might be bugged, Kyle was thinking about that a little bit as he left home. His 
phone might be bugged. Stan’s might be, too. The alcove might be, too. 


Kenny might be in on it. 
Kenny... 


Kyle looks at Kenny. He stays silent. Kenny does not. “You can’t?” Kenny asks, sounding 
incredulous. But there’s a note to it— Kyle swears, there’s a note to it. Kenny’s— in on it, 
isn’t he? Kenny’s in on it. Kenny is fucking in on it. Kenny is trying to make him fail, Kenny 


is partnered with Eric and they’re working together to kill his mother and hurt his brother and 
if Kenny is in on it maybe Stan is, too, and if they’re both in on it Kyle has no one. 


“I can t,” Kyle says. “He’s—” 
Quickquickquick 
“— fucking stupid, okay? I’m getting tired of dealing with all of this shit.” 


“Whoa, what the fuck, Kyle?” Kenny sounds angry, now, and Kyle doesn’t know if that’s 
good or bad but his lack of knowledge feels like a start, at the least. “Are you serious? Do 
you and him actually have some stupid bullshit going on? I thought Stan was overreacting, 
but fuck, dude— you’re pissed at him for being depressed?” 


“Oh, like you’re one to talk,” Kyle snaps, pointing an accusing finger at Kenny. Kenny reacts 
with the gesture, shoulders tensing and taking a millimeter’s-worth of a shift backwards. Kyle 
gestures behind himself, in reference to the past. “We were all pissed when he started getting 
all cynical, because it was annoying! It is annoying, okay? It’s fucking hard to be around 
people who are so sad all the time—” 


“The shit, man, what’s gotten into you?” Kenny asks, and this time, he’s audibly more 
worked-up. He actually bristles before he speaks his next words; they seem to get caught in 
his throat. “Yeah, we found it annoying, and we pushed him away, but we were stupid kids 
back then! We can’t do what we did when we were kids! We didn’t have empathy the way we 
do now, Kyle, we’re fucking older! Besides, do you remember how that shit ended? It ended 
with our friend becoming an alcoholic, and it fucked him up, man! Christ!” 


Kyle can’t answer because he’s lying. He has no response to the things Kenny is saying, he 
has no rebuttal, because Kenny is telling the truth. Because Kenny is right— and knowing 
that Kenny is so utterly right in the face of all the wrong that Kyle is shouting through 
clenched teeth is unbearable. It chafes Kyle’s instinct to be right in every situation, and it 
makes him feel guilty. 


Kenny shifts on the gravel. It makes a sound. 
And the fear— 


The knowledge that no matter what, no matter how hard he tries and no matter how much he 
wants to be able to help, he never will be able to... 


The knowledge that Eric is right ahead of every corner, just behind him and simultaneously in 
front of him, the disorientation of it all, of not understanding why... 


The knowledge that his mother will die, that Ike might get hurt, that his father might leave 
them for good eventually, to fend for themselves... 


The knowledge that Kyle can never ever ever look at food without remembering and feeling 
sick to his stomach, that he’s fat and he can never unsee that... 


The knowledge that Stan isn’t okay and Kyle can’t be there to help him on the off chance that 
Eric will hurt someone else close to Kyle’s heart... 


imperfect imperfect IMPERFECT 


—and the visual of being back on the ground scrabbling for a grasp, struggling to break free 
while weak from drugs and slow from depressants, the pounding pounding pounding ache of 
his arm as he digs into it with a blade that isn’t there that he’s trying to carve away he’s trying 
to understand WHY because he doesn’t know, and— 


Kyle just can’t hold it back anymore. 
He starts to cry. 


Quietly, he sobs. He tries to blink back the tears, and wipes away the ones that come free 
from his eyes, that leak down his cheeks and warm and dry in the windy cold morning. He 
wants to sink to his knees in the gravel and curl into a ball on the ground and pretend he is 
elsewhere, maybe somewhere warm but definitely somewhere safe, somewhere where he 
doesn’t have to be in the middle of it. Where he can just be a kid again, where the most 
pressing issue on his mind was a scraped knee or breaking his arm while sledding and not 
whether or not he would end up killing his own mother. 


More tears, and Kyle wipes those away, too. He sniffs, wet and gross, and he knows it’s wet 
and he knows he’s gross but he can’t help it. There’s nothing left of himself to pretend, there 
are no more lies and yet he needs to tell them because he has The Knowledge that he cannot 
tell anyone for he will be in endless heaps of trouble if he does. 


Kenny steps closer, Kyle feels it, the way he’s present. Kyle wants to be far away, but he 
can’t run without bringing about suspicion and yet he can’t stay without doing the same 
thing. He is stuck, trapped. Nothing will ever be okay ever again. 


There is no way out. 


“Kyle,” Kenny says, wrapping his arms around Kyle, pulling him into a hug. Superficially, 
Kyle’s body protests, trying to push Kenny away, but he is weakened with everything else 
and he can’t do it properly. So he sinks, allowing his forehead to press into Kenny’s shoulder 
and allowing himself respite, however artificial or secretly distrustful it really is. Kyle finds 
himself grabbing, latching onto the fabric of Kenny’s parka, fighting back the tears like it'll 
be forgotten if he can just stop them soon enough. Simply, Kenny says, “There’s more.” 


Kyle’s instinct is to ask Kenny what the more is, but he doesn’t have to ask and receive an 
answer in order to know that the more isn’t on Kenny’s side, it’s on Kyle s. Kenny isn’t 
telling Kyle there’s more to know, Kenny is acknowledging the fact that there is more that 
Kyle isn’t saying. As funny as it is, Kyle has no idea if he appreciates that or not. 
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Burning 


Chapter Summary 


He doesn’t need body-positive bullshit, okay? 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place during SYSBFK Chapter 31: Backup Plan 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


At some point, Kenny and Kyle find themselves making their way deeper into the alcove. 
They push aside one of the dumpsters, which is a job for more than one person since those 
things are surprisingly enormous. They’re mildly winded from the thinness and brittle nature 
of the air they’ve been taking in, coupled with the physical exertion. Kyle is disturbed at the 
remnants of joints and blunts, shoved rather distinctly, ruined and torn by the gravel and 
adjustment of rocks and wood chips. 


[It’s clean. 
I got it from Kenny.] 


More than a little nauseous, Kyle drops his backpack down on the ground and takes a seat. 
He tries to feel comfortable, but there is no simple way to do such a thing; he’s still on edge, 
as upsetting as such a thing is to admit. He’s nervous around the very foundations of other 
people. His arm hurts, his head hurts, and the world is swimming like his blood sugar is low, 
which terrifies him in an entirely different way. The world feels fake. 


So he laughs at it. 


At the jokes Kenny tells, at the abstract notions and motions he makes, humor so physical 
and natural with him. Kyle finds himself attracted to that aspect of Kenny, finds himself 
wondering if falling for Kenny would be safe. If Eric got the joint from Kenny— maybe 
they’re on good enough terms, the three of them, for Kenny to be okay if Kyle tries to go for 
it. 


But at the same time, he can’t. He’s looking at Kenny, and he’s trying to imagine getting 
close enough to kiss him, or to feel that okay and comfortable with him— it just doesn’t 
extend that far. It just doesn’t work that way. Not to mention, Kenny is straight. Like, 
painfully straight— and he has made that very obvious. Ever since he was a kid, Kenny has 


ogled over women. The cheerleader-types, the short-shorts and tank-tops that just never did 
anything for Kyle. 


That doesn’t stop Kyle from trying to come up with a possibility other than Stan. 
Of course, it doesn’t work. 


Every time he thinks of something, every time he imagines kissing some other person from 
some other friend group, Kyle always goes back to where he really got the experience from in 
the first place. He recalls the feeling of Stan’s body heat, the way he so obviously cares and 
that wide-eyed, deer-in-the-headlights look that he always seems to have, the way it’s so 
adorable and the way Kyle can’t get enough of his voice and his sense of humor. The way it’s 
subdued and not quite as physical as it is with Kenny; the way the way the way he’s... 


“What are you thinking about?” Kenny asks, finally calming from whatever amusing tangent 
he had been on. He plops himself down in the gravel of the alcove, sitting cross-legged with 
his hands palm-down behind himself, propped up simply. Kyle trails his fingers through his 
hair, watching, examining the pink of Kenny’s cheeks from the cold, looking at the blue of 
his eyes and only really being able to think of... 


“T don’t know,” Kyle says. In some ways, he’s trying to find a way to be distracted. To not 
think of Stan, and the comfort he oh-so-desperately wants to gain from his presence, that he 
can’t delve into. The shit he wants but can’t have for whatever reason, the urge and begging 
of why (and the panic of the destroyed joint that he swears is smoking in the corner near the 
dumpster). He feels... “I think my blood sugar’s low, though, so there’s that, I guess.” 


“Yeah?” Kenny asks in that way he does, the way that’s second-nature until it isn’t. 
Concerned and conversational, but more casual than anything. He shifts up, resting his palms 
in his lap and leaning his elbows on his knees. “Where’s your kit, is it in your rucksack?” 


“No one calls it a rucksack, Kenny,” Kyle says, deadpan. Kenny huffs a laugh and makes a 
move, crawling the foot or so to Kyle’s backpack and digging around in it. There’s a moment 
— a sharp, distinct moment— where Kyle doesn’t trust Kenny. Where Kyle doesn’t trust him 
at all. Where Kenny is a stranger, trying to find something that will ruin everything Kyle has 
done, is doing, will ever do, but of course, that’s ridiculous. Of course. It’s all ridiculous, it’s 
all... 


Just... 
It’s not— 


Kenny finds Kyle’s kit and tosses it over. Kyle catches it, but just barely, still wired from all 
the stimulation of the white and bright of the winter morning, still half-distracted by the joint 
that has suddenly disappeared and he doesn’t know where it went— it can’t have gone far, it 
can’t have grown legs and walked away, right? There’s no way that happens. Though 
honestly, there is very little that could happen to Kyle that would surprise him, at this point. 


“You saw that, right?” Kyle asks, gesturing with a thumb to the corner where the joint lay on 
the ground just a second ago. While Kenny takes the time to look behind his shoulder to 


where Kyle is motioning, Kyle unzips his kit and removes the meter and the needle and sets it 
all up, distant and hoping he’s not low. Hoping if he is low, he can push it off without... uh. 
Dying? 


“Yeah, that’s a dumpster,” Kenny says. Kyle pricks his finger, presses the bead of blood to 
the surface of the skin, presses the droplet to the strip, then does the one thing everyone tells 
him not to do and presses his finger to his mouth, where he tastes salt and bitter copper 


It feels like a thought but at the same time it’s different. Difficult and different, something 
much more intrusive. Something that knocks at the side of his brain and makes him see and 
feel and hear and it’s there, the blade against his arm and the hot breath of Eric, and a noise 
escaping Kyle’s throat but it doesn’t make it past his lips because Eric steals a kiss a sober 
fucking kiss 


The sensor flashes with a number. Kyle blinks, loosening his grip on the gravel he had taken 
into his palm and started to squeeze. He doesn’t remember doing that, but there are dips and 
specks on his palm from the rocks and dirt. It hurts, but not nearly as much as his arm does. It 
comes up, a wave of burning, a wave of hurt, something that makes him want to yelp or 
whimper or ask why or something but all he gets is an aching palm a burning arm and a 
fucking sensor in his lap that tells him, congratulations! You’re at 76! 


Kyle has to eat something to raise his sugar levels back to more ideal ranges. He repackages 
everything into the stupid space of the kit. He doesn’t know why, exactly, but he’s angry— 
pissed off at himself, at his body, at how he has to track everything and he doesn’t get it. He 
would rather be counting calories right now. He wishes he could trade that. He wishes he 
would have to count calories rather than carbohydrates but he has to count both. 


No, he has to count one. Carbohydrates are what is important. Health is important, fucking— 
Why can’t he just understand this shit? 
“You okay?” Kenny asks. 


“I’m fine,” Kyle says. He leans and grabs his backpack, proceeding to push his kit into his 
backpack and zip everything back up. 


“What’re you at?” Kenny asks, gesturing vaguely towards Kyle. 
“T’m fine,” Kyle repeats. 
“Yeah, okay, but what are you at?” 


“I—” Kyle presses his lips together, forcing himself to stop. He doesn’t want to tell the truth. 
If he does, Kenny will make him eat something. Which Kyle needs to do, and he knows that, 
but at the same time, he... he can’t. There’s this very distinct, abrupt urge within him that 
tells him that is the very thing he cannot do. In the mix of the reminders, he finds comfort in 
the not eating. 


But he thinks of Ike, and Kyle knows he can’t not be honest. He looks at Kenny, who is 
waiting for some sort of response, and he finds himself beginning to feel shaky. He worries 
his blood sugar has suddenly dropped, but he knows he’s not shaking because he’s 
hypoglycemic, he’s shaking because he has to be okay for his brother and he can’t give in to 
this bullshit thing in his head that knows he’s disgusting and he doesn’t deserve to eat, and he 
thinks of the number on the scale and he thinks of the way Ike looked at him at the hospital 
when he was about to puke. Kyle feels sick. He feels sick, but he speaks. 


“Kenny, I can’t eat,” Kyle says. Kenny’s expression softens, but Kyle knows not to trust the 
empathy. He wants to run, but at the same time he just wants to be able to talk to someone 
without censoring himself, and without lying. “I hate eating, I hate it, I feel so sick afterward, 
and I hate the fact that I’m all—” 


The words are disgusting but he says them anyway because Kenny is listening and Kenny is 
there and that is something Kyle hasn’t had in— 


“chubby, like, soft around the edges, the way you guys aren’t and it’s fucking me up, okay? 
It’s really fucking me up,” Kyle admits. In the silence that follows, Kyle berates himself. He 
shouldn’t have said anything, he shouldn’t have, Kenny doesn’t care, why would Kenny 
care? Kenny probably agrees and he’s about to say something that’s going to kill any 
semblance of self esteem that Kyle once had and as sick as it sounds Kyle wants that. Kyle 
wants Kenny to look at him with disgust, Kyle wants Kenny to say Kyle could lose a few 
pounds or tone up and be more active and maybe it’s worth it to throw everything up 
afterward, who’s watching anyway? And maybe it’s not just worth it, maybe it’s necessary to 


“Kyle, you’re not fat,” Kenny says, and it’s really weird just how disappointed Kyle is with 
that statement. Kenny makes a face— an expression Kyle has no idea how to feel about. 
Kenny looks almost... puzzled. “And I ain’t just sayin’ that, man, like, I’m full-on serious, 
you’re not fat in the slightest, I mean— fuckin’ look at yourself.” 


Kyle makes the conscious decision not to look down at his own body. He would get 
distracted. He would find the things wrong. He would grab the flesh of his thighs and he 
would show Kenny how he can’t wrap his stupid fucking hand around his bicep, how maybe 
his wrists are slim but the rest of him definitely isn’t. It’s not like fat gathers around the wrist, 
anyway, right? 


“You're basically a fucking stick-figure, all, like, Jean and shit, it’s— fuckin’... y’ know, 
honestly,” Kenny says, trailing off as if distracted, then shaking his head. “Look, okay, I’m 
not going to shower you with niceties, a’ight, because I know all that shit isn’t going to help, 
y know? Like, itll just go down the drain because you don’t believe it and I know— man, I 
know...” 


Kenny frowns, furrowing his brows in thought. His posture, previously tense, seems to relax 
a bit. Maybe it’s just the lighting, but Kenny looks a little gaunt. 


“Can I ask you some questions, dude?” Kenny asks, not making eye-contact. Kyle feels 
distinctly stiff, unwilling and honestly just craving solitude, but he nods even so. Kenny 


swallows, obviously hesitating. ““When’s the last time you ate, man? Like, a real good meal? 
Not just to keep up your blood sugar?” 


Not to keep up his blood sugar? Everything he eats is to keep up his blood sugar— except for 
that one time, when he lost control, and just... “Eating’s just a chore at this point,” Kyle says, 
though he doesn’t really know if that’s true or not anymore, and he laughs with it, trying to 
make it a joke if Kenny might take it too seriously. 


“Are you, like, starving yourself?” Kenny pauses. “Well, y’ know— to the best of your ability, 
I mean, with all the...” 


“The diabetes thing?” Kyle says. Kenny is silent. He shifts, almost seeming awkward, and 
Kyle finds himself wondering why. Kyle’s stomach is cramping, that’s what it feels like. His 
gut is twisting like he just ate something. He finds himself quietly craving the dizziness of 
not eating, finds himself craving that hypoglycemic fantasy he had, locking himself in the 
school bathroom and just... dying. It feels nice, the thought. And with that, he closes off. It’s 
not Kenny’s right to know any of this— and the trust Kyle previously began to build has 
shattered with the lies Kenny spoke about Kyle being thin. It pisses him off. He doesn’t need 
body-positive bullshit, okay? He needs cold, hard truth. The starving, the fasting, the 
vomiting, it’s worth it, and it’s Kyle’s. Only Kyle’s. “You know what, why are you asking, 


anyway?” 


Kenny isn’t meeting Kyle’s gaze, at all. “Because you’re my friend, ’n I need to know how 
worried I gotta be,” he says. At that, Kyle expects more of a push, but he receives the 
opposite; Kenny changes subject quickly and with ease. “Hey, could I borrow your phone 
real quick? I gotta make sure my sister got to school safely.” 


“Don’t you have your own?” Kyle asks. Kenny grins, sheepish. 
“Uh... yeah, about that...” 

Kyle sighs. “Let me guess—” 

“T forgot it.” 


Kyle rolls his eyes, finding this situation quite familiar. He retrieves his phone from the 
pocket of his backpack and hands it over. Kenny takes it, standing up from the ground. 


“Thanks man, love ya lots,” Kenny says. He leaves the deep part of the alcove, squeezing out 
through the slim space between the wall of the school and the dumpster, effectively leaving 
Kyle alone. 


Kyle’s fine with it. 


Alone, it’s easier to ignore the pressing issue of having to eat. It’s easier to pretend his arm 
isn’t fucking killing him, it’s easier. Just... it’s all just easier. 


But it’s also easier to delve into his head. 


To find escape in the things that bring him a sense of panic. 


That’s the only way he can... rationalize it, he guesses. It’s the only way he can feel in- 
control of whatever is happening to him. He tries to think of anything other than last night, 
but when his mind inevitably goes back to that place, he pretends it’s intentional. 


Even while it makes him sick to his stomach, even while he wonders if it was all him, even 
while he questions the legitimacy of his own mind, as he wonders if he’s ever really been in 
control and he wonders about the stain and has the sudden urge to ask Kenny if he has ever 
hallucinated like that before. 


While Eric digs numbers into the splitting flesh of Kyle’s arm, while his body experiences 
being restrained, while his mind thinks endlessly of the Yiddish song 


Shpil zhe mir a lidele in yiddishe 


And there’s this... feeling, that comes with it, that is unlike anything else he has ever 
experienced ever. It’s a pressure high in his stomach and low in his chest, like his diaphragm 
has swollen and he’s breathing foreign air, like he doesn’t belong and everyone else around 
him is just... inconsequential. Like there’s a distinctness within his head that makes him 
disconnect. He feels sick. 


He couldn’t eat even if he wanted to. 
He couldn’t. 


In need of comfort, Kyle curls into a ball. He bends his legs and hugs his thighs against his 
chest, resting his forehead on his knees. He hugs himself tight, as tight as he can, even when 
the action makes his arm feel like it’s about to rip in two. He envelops himself with that pain, 
with the numbing scream of his flesh. He wonders if it’s bleeding, he wonders if he’s 
bleeding through the bandage. He feels like it. It’s warm and vaguely wet, but he doesn’t 
know if that’s legitimate or psychosomatic. He glances up from where he has buried his head, 
making sure Kenny isn’t there, and when it’s assured that Kenny is still distracted with the 
phone, Kyle brings his arm up and tugs his sleeve down just enough to see if there’s any 
blood leaking through. 


It’s clear. 


There’s still the small smear on the outside of the bandage from when he tried to clean up for 
the first time, but it’s clear. He’s clear. 


Maybe... 


Maybe it wasn’t as bad as Kyle thought it was, maybe... there won’t be much of a scar— or 
maybe he’ll get lucky, and there will be no scar at all. 


It’s wishful thinking. 


Kenny comes back. Kyle pushes his sleeve back down and goes back to hugging himself. 
Kenny deposits Kyle’s phone back into the pocket it came from, patting the top of Kyle’s 


head like the situation is goofy somehow. Maybe Kyle respects that. Maybe Kyle envies it, or 
maybe Kyle just wants to. 


For what feels like a very long time, they sit in silence. There’s really nothing for them to say. 
Not in Kyle’s mind, at least; if he shares too much, whatever device Eric is listening in on 
him with will pick it up. That’s the main thing on Kyle’s brain. He I] hear me. Maybe it’s 
ridiculous, but at the same time, the ridiculous thoughts are what’s keeping him alive. Right? 
Everything is ridiculous, therefore, the ridiculous thoughts aid in his survival. It’s a hand-in- 
hand relationship, something vicarious and very together. Covalent. 


Holding hands. 

Holding hands? 

Holding hands. 

What's next? 

The oxygen particles make their way through the earth and help create... 
Create what? 

You know this. 

I don't, I don't. 

C'mon, it's the one thing that allows life to survive on volatile lands of precious planets. 
Precious planets? 

Precious planets. 

What is it? 

Precious, precious, precious. 

Stop, what is it? 

All good things come in threes. 

Stop that. 

Breathing? 

Tell me what it is. 

Water. 


“He’s here!” 


Dazed, Kyle looks up from where he has been curled up on himself. The sunlight pushes so 
harshly into his eyes that it hurts him more than he would like to admit. He allows his arms to 
rest by his sides rather than clasp around his knees, which allows blood flow to return to the 
places Kyle wishes blood would stop flowing, roaring in a seething hot ache up his entire left 
arm. There’s a softness to the pain that collects in the joint of his elbow, and although Kyle is 
concerned, he muses on the idea of growing pains. Kyle pushes himself up onto his knees, 
slowly making his way to his feet. To Kyle’s surprise, Kenny is peeking out from behind the 
dumpster, looking at the mystery person. 


Who— 
Who is ‘he’? 
Who—? 


“What?” Kyle asks, trying to keep his breathing in check. He sees the things he doesn’t want 
to see and that agitates him, makes him snappish and upset. Kyle knows it’s inconsequential, 
but he loses balance and catches himself on the wall. His head rushes, sending blood 
whispering in his head, something he can hear and feel and it disorients him. He presses his 
back against the brick wall of the school and rubs at his arms, trying to wake himself up from 
his near-faint. 


When Kyle looks up, he freezes. 


“What the hell— what is Stan doing here?” he asks, straightening up. He makes long, fast 
strides to approach Stan, who has entered the alcove and now stares at Kyle like a lost puppy. 
A second passes before Stan comes to some sort of realization and stumbles a few steps back. 
Kyle doesn’t stop, not until he feels he’s close enough, hardly six inches away. Kyle feels 
tense, insecure and his skin is hot, irritated and chafing against the fabric of his clothing. 
With no outlet for the agitation, Kyle thrusts his palm against the center of Stan’s chest, 
pushing him. Stan’s back hits the chain link fence. Kyle can’t stop the words; a dichotomy— 
because as much as he wants to be close to Stan he can’t, and the knowledge that Kenny has 
no fucking clue (or maybe Kenny knows and is fucking him up on purpose because he’s in on 
it) makes Kyle feel so— 


So— 


“What are you doing here?” Kyle asks, getting into Stan’s face. Stan swallows. “What is 
wrong with you? How many times do I have to tell you to leave me alone?” 


“Dude—” Stan starts, and when Kyle inhales at the sound of Stan’s voice, Stan shies away. 
He doesn’t look scared— not really. He just looks totally caught off-guard. 


Kyle feels the inexplicable urge to make someone else feel the horrors that Kyle has had to 
endure. 


Stan begins again, “You—” 


“I what? What did J do to invite you to stalk me, you obsessive freak?” Kyle replies. Stan 
winces at that. There’s a gentle noise as Stan grips the fence he’s pressing himself back 
against. He opens his mouth to respond, but no sound comes out. The silence infuriates Kyle. 
“Well? Spit it out!” 


“You texted me,” Stan finally sputters, looking almost embarrassed at his own words. “You— 
you told me to meet you here, I didn’t even— I just— ” 


Kyle furrows his brows, saying, “I texted you? I didn’t...” 
Kenny had your phone. 


Kyle takes a step back, spinning effectively on his heel to face Kenny, who has since 
squirmed most of the way out of the alcove. Without so much as hesitation, Kyle lunges 
forward. He lurches to grab and pull Kenny back into the alcove, but at this point, he has 
successfully escaped. There’s a distinct, loud scraping noise as Kenny inexplicably shoves 
the dumpster back against the wall. Kyle and Stan are trapped. 


[ gravel scrapes and Kyle can t stop laughing it smells like weed it smells like ] 


“You bastard!” Kyle shouts, hitting the wall with his fist. “I give you my phone once and this 
is what you do?” 


“Kenny,” Stan calls. Gravel scrapes, but Kyle closes his eyes to force the lie away. “Kenny, 
let us out.” 


“Nope!” Kenny replies. His tone is nothing if not cheeky. “Y’all gotta get yourselves out of 
this one using teamwork.” 


“Teamwork? Teamwork?” Kyle fumes, recalling how difficult it had been to pull the 
dumpster out earlier. “You barricaded our only exit! We can’t get out unless you pull it 
away!” 


“Actually, uh, I could hoist you up,” Stan says. 


[ gravel scrapes and theres a hand on his 
sink pressing into his 

foot kicking his 

pressing into him choking his skin 

heat at his mouth 

he can t—] 


“Oh, hell no! You’re not coming near me,” Kyle says, firm, as firm as possible, as definite 
and secure and certain as possible. Stan raises his hands up in surrender; Kyle turns back to 
the dumpster, back to yelling at Kenny. “You think we’ve forgiven each other? We can’t 
cooperate without that! We haven’t forgiven each other!” 


“Guess you better start forgivin’, then!” Kenny says. Quiet, rhythmic footfalls sound just 
outside the alcove, and fade until they completely disappear. There’s another loud, metallic 


squeak, and then a slam— both of the boys in the alcove know exactly what that noise 
entails. 

“Kenny! Kenny, get the fuck back here!” This time, Kyle crashes his fist against the back of 
the dumpster. There’s a significantly muffled throb of a noise that resulted. Kyle starts to 
heave at the corner of the dumpster with his shoulder. The action jostles the bandage across 
the cuts. It hurts. It hurts a lot, and to make everything a million times worse, the dumpster 
doesn’t budge. Kyle is stuck. Kyle is trapped behind the school and he can’t call or text 
anyone because he’s stuck back here with Stan who probably hates him and Kenny is the one 
who locked them back here and Eric would fucking kill Kyle and his entire family if he knew 
and Stan approaches to help out but Kyle can’t he can’t he cant so he throws a look over his 
shoulder and shouts, “Back the fuck up! I can do this on my own!” 


Stan, obviously frustrated, backs up with a look on his face like he wants to roll his eyes. He 
might as well roll his eyes, really; Stan drops his backpack onto the ground and throws his 
hands into the air, an “I quit” gesture. Kyle tries not to feel betrayed because it’s his fault in 
the first place. Struggling to get a good breath in, Kyle resumes his heated, heavy pushing 
against the back of the dumpster. It creaks beneath his shoulder but that’s about it, and the 
only other thing that happens from it is pain a burning searing aching pure unadulterated pain 
that makes him want to curl up on the ground and scream but he can’t do that, can he? He 
cannot fucking do that he cannot— he cannot— 


It’s hot, it’s really hot, like it’s really really hot, Kyle is sweating, and he slams his right hand 
against the dumpster again to get some of the energy building up in his system out. 


But they’re trapped. 
They are trapped they are trapped they are trapped there is no way out. 


Trying to cope, Kyle metabolizes the panic as anger. He growls, pissed off, and sits down 
because he’s running out of air to keep him upright. 


Kyle breathes. Tries to count backwards from ten but the numbers just come to him as a 
hellish thing, 11237, and what’s the F for? Eric didn’t carve the F into his arm and fuck it’s 
hot back here, it’s winter, isn’t it? Kyle is tempted to take off his jacket, but he can’t. Because 
of the bandage. Because of Eric. 


It’s all because of Eric, all of it, every single last piece of it. The puzzle is made by, for, and 
because of Eric. That’s what it is. Right? That has to be it. This is happening because Eric is a 
fucking sadistic son of a bitch. How could such a nice woman like Lianne Cartman give birth 
to such a monster? 


She has no idea about any of this. No one does. 
Even Stan doesn’t know about it. 


“T’m sorry,” Kyle says, curling in on himself again. As much as he wants to, he can’t look up 
at Stan. It’d hurt too much. All Kyle can do is focus on the way the brick wall supports the 


aching foundation of his spine. He picks at a loose piece of gravel. “Y’ know, for getting in 
your face earlier, and... calling you an obsessive freak.” 


“It’s fine,” Stan says, “I understand.” 
“Good,” Kyle says. 
And Stan says, “good.” 


And that’s... that’s it. Gravel crunches and Kyle has to fucking bite his tongue to keep 
himself contained. 


“I’m sorry, too,” Stan says, fabric rustling, and Kyle knows that Stan has shifted somehow, 
but Kyle doesn’t know how— he doesn’t look up from the ground. “For... everything.” 


Kyle stays silent. 


“Can we talk about it?” Stan asks. He sounds sad, almost desperate— it’d be funny if Kyle 
were in any better of a position to judge. He’s not, though, so it just hurts Kyle’s heart. 
“Please? I mean, while we’re locked in here, could we at least try? Can I at least— explain?” 


The wind picks up. 
Kyle clears his throat. 


“You don’t need to explain,” Kyle says then, his overall posture relaxing. He feels tension 
gathering. “You already have.” 


Kyle glances over, but quickly averted his gaze again. The image of Stan sitting against that 
wall, frowning at Kyle, with those big, blue eyes of his— Kyle can’t. 


“I don’t know how much you remember, because you were pretty hammered,” Kyle says, 
“but I came over the night you got drunk, and... you said a lot of things— you wouldn’t shut 
up, dude, and there was so much...” 


The air gets to his lungs and Kyle coughs quietly into his elbow, sniffling in the cold. He 
wonders how Stan is holding up, though he knows Stan is fine. He’s not so much as breathing 
more rapidly. 


“I didn’t know how to process, I guess, and I still don’t,” Kyle adds. “I was still really hurt 
about what you did—” Kyle feels nauseous, the lies— “—and then to find out your parents 
split up, and you broke up with Wendy? I didn’t know how I was supposed to feel about any 
of it.” 


The moment after he finishes talking is once again full of silence. “I...” Stan cuts off, though, 
unsure. “I’m sorry you had to deal with my shit, you don’t deserve it— and I’m sorry for 
hiding drugs in your room, I’m sorry you got in trouble.” 


But Kyle didn’t get in trouble, did he? The only thing that happened was Ike found it and 
brought it to Stan’s house in his fucking pants. It’s funny. Kyle almost shares the information, 


but he stops himself. He knows that would be inappropriate. Instead, Kyle says, “Dude, it 
isn’t about that.” Their eyes meet, Stan’s eyes glossy with something strange in its familiarity. 
Kyle misses the closeness. His brain works to catch up. “It isn’t about the drugs, or the fact 
that I got in trouble— it never was, I couldn’t care less about that, I can handle it, the thing 
that hurt me was the fact that you didn’t trust me.” 


And the fact that you didn’t trust him. 
Isn't that right? 
You didn't trust him, you didn't trust him, you didn't trust him. 
Stop chanting, you're gonna cause a headache. 
“Of course I trusted you,” Stan says. “I always did—” 


“No,” Kyle says, because he can’t have Stan adding on if he wants to keep himself in check. 
The lies are so much, so often, so close together that Kyle can’t even figure out what is and 
isn’t real, anymore. He wonders if that’s the thing that caused the stain. It’s a manifestation of 
his lies. Like Pinocchio. Kyle lowers his legs down from his chest, now sitting with his legs 
stretched out in front of him. The heels of his palms dig into the ground; his arm complains, 
he shifts his weight to his uninjured hand. “No, you didn’t, if you did, you would have told 
me about what was going on, and I could have helped you— I could have helped you, Stan, 
don’t you get it?” 


More wind. More quiet. The warning bell rings inside the school. “But—’” Stan, brows 
furrowed in confusion, seems to be struggling to find a way to continue. “But you said—” 


“I know,” says Kyle. “I know what I said, but I was angry, and I wasn’t thinking straight.” 


There’s truth, there, as much as Kyle hates to admit it— or maybe he just wants it to be truth. 
How is Kyle supposed to trust Stan if Stan doesn’t trust him? Kyle flew off the fucking 
handle that night. He seriously, genuinely lost it. 


The corners of Stan’s lips tug downward, and his expression twitches just the slightest. He 
turns his head away from Kyle. Something was too much— too intense. Kyle feels it, too. 


Kyle misses... 
Kyle misses him. 


Stan fidgets with the fabric of his sleeves, though it’s so mild Kyle doubts Stan himself even 
recognizes what he’s doing. Kyle scoots a few feet closer. 


He misses Stan, extraordinarily. Misses the closeness, the intimacy. 


Misses Stan’s bedroom, getting high / chuckling chuckling chuckling pushing him down he 
cannot ] and laying next to each other / breathe staring into the gravel and dirt and dust he ] 
and staring into each other’s eyes like / throws handfuls into Eric 5 eyes but ] the world ends 


where they cannot see and / there 5 no escaping they re trapped Kyle's trapped he ] all [ is ] 
they need /trapped] is [prisoned] each other. 


“If this is going to work,” Kyle whispers, his voice stagnant in the air, “If you and I are going 
to keep being friends, you’re going to have to trust me.” 


Stan replies with, “Okay.” 


“You know what that means, right?” Kyle asks. The question is rhetorical, of course, for he 
continues anyway. “You can’t keep things bottled up inside, and you have to talk to me about 
what’s going on in your life— we haven’t gotten this far by keeping secrets from each other.” 


Stan’s face goes red and his eyes dampen, this slackness and exhaustion peeking through, and 
he pinches the bridge of his nose and squeezes his eyes shut. 


“Are you okay?” Kyle asks. Stan only nods. 


“You’re going to have to trust me, too,” Stan says, finally lowering his hand. He looks at 
Kyle firmly— which is surprisingly firm, considering Stan still looks on the verge of a total 
mental breakdown. “You have to talk to me, too.” 


Kyle flashes a disingenuous habit of a smile. “I know.” 
That disingenuous habit of a smile is returned by Stan. Both of their expressions fade at the 
same time, until they’re just looking at each other. “So, is this it?” Stan asks. “Are we back to 


normal?” 


“No,” Kyle says. “This isn’t it, and we aren’t back to normal, I don’t think so, at least— I still 
need time to process...” 


[ perfect little jewish baby not anymore ] 
“., .everything— and, I think you might, too.” 
Stan is silent. Kyle turns away. 


“But— this... thing, this... whatever, that messed us up? This isn’t the end, okay? I don’t 
want it to be the end,” Kyle says. He sniffs. Kyle knows where he has to go next, but he can’t 
go there and when he tries it breaks, his throat cracking and hurting as he practically 
whimpers, “I’m exhausted of being mad at you.” 


Stan seems to perk up, though he still looks sad— almost searching. Kyle looks at him. Air 
collects in front of Stan’s face visibly— the particles. Kyle looks away again. Stan lifts his 
hand to rub Kyle’s back, but stops short. Kyle feels it. 

“You can touch me, you know,” Kyle says. “I’m not gonna break.” 


“I know,” Stan says. He’s smiling, but it’s forced. “But you might snap.” 


Kyle laughs. 


Stan places his hand on Kyle’s shoulder, squeezing firmly. It feels like a step in the right 
direction, just being able to touch be touched so simply. Kyle is still afraid, of course. He 
fears that this might just be temporary. That this goodness that they’ve managed to conjure 
will shatter in a moment’s notice. Of course, he Kyle help but wonder just how much of that 
was genuine— and how much of that is something concerning. Kyle’s brain has broken into 
pieces and parts, and each of those pieces and each of those parts wants something different. 
He doesn’t know who to listen to. 


But this, in this moment— contact, human physical contact— it feels like a reassurance. Like 
a small, approving nod or a good test score— a good boy 


Abruptly, Kyle is horrified. 
At himself. At his brain. At the phrase that broke in and he wonders— does he mean it? 


No. Right? That would mean Kyle is... Kyle would be sick for wanting to be called a good 
boy after everything that has happened. 


Kyle feels sick to his stomach and just like that, the goodness feels gone. 


The bell for the start of classes rings. They’ ve been gifted six minutes of freedom, and those 
six minutes are over. Kyle gives Stan a smile and shrugs off his hand, which Stan respects. 
Stan goes back to himself. Kyle stands, adjusting his jacket as he does. He turns to Stan and 
holds out his hand. 


Stan just stares at it. Kyle waits for the inevitable question. 


“What are we doing?” Stan asks. To Kyle’s surprise, Stan actually ends up taking Kyle’s 
hand. Kyle pulls him up, ignoring the burning urge to whimper ow ow ow because that’s his 
bad arm. 


“You,” says Kyle, his grasp lingering just a moment too long on Stan’s fingers (because the 
burning has paralyzed his muscle but the contact of their hands together is nice), “Are going 
to give me a boost.” 


Kyle gestures with his now-free hand, jabbing a thumb in the direction of the dumpster that 
Kenny had creatively used to trap them. It raises just barely high enough in the air to keep 
them from being able to climb on their own, without help. Stan looks back to Kyle and nods. 
With the affirmation, they both stride to the dumpster with confidence. Stan turns his back to 
the dumpster. He laces his fingers together and keeps himself steady, getting down on one 
knee. Kyle grabs onto Stan’s shoulders, and places his shoe in the makeshift foothold Stan 
has created with his hands. He glances down. 


“You okay there?” Kyle asks. 
“All good,” Stan confirms. 
Smiling. 


Stan’s smiling. 


“Alright.” Kyle looks up, contemplating the distance that he’ll need to hoist. He draws in a 
deep breath, tightens his grip on Stan’s shoulders, and adjusts his stance just a little bit, more 
secure. “On the count of three?” 


“On the count of three,” replies Stan. 
“Okay. One...” begins Kyle. 
“Two...” continues Stan. 


And then, together: “Three!” 
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Today 2:44 PM 
I told you not to talk to him. 


EET 
Dad picks Kyle up from school, which Kyle is not expecting in the slightest. He hardly has 
time to put thought into it. Dad tells Kyle to get into the car, and in a moment of automatic 
action, Kyle pulls open the door to the passenger’s seat and slides in. For a moment, he 
swears he feels the back of his head throb, but it doesn’t come with acknowledgment of pain; 
it’s just something he knows. An itch. Something he can’t actually scratch. 


And yet, it still itches. 


Dad takes the slow way out of the parking lot. Kyle watches cars come and go, exiting the 
school’s campus and entering from the same route. They stop at the mouth of the lot, the turn 
signal clicking-clicking-clicking like a clock. Dad waits for the light, and Kyle supposes he 


does, too— though it’s a more roundabout way of doing so. Dad is tapping his fingers on the 
steering wheel. There’s a tension. 


“So, how was your day today?” Dad asks, and Kyle knows that he’s just trying to initiate 
conversation— break the silence, so to speak, though such a thing is literal in all fashions of 
the word. Except for the part with the silence. There are so many sounds surrounding Kyle, 
all of them triggering a different part of his brain to fire, that it gives him a headache. Kyle 
finds himself feeling nauseous, which isn’t a strange thing for him to feel, at this point. Kyle 
has noticed that, recently. Distinct nausea. Constant, distinct nausea. 


“Fine,” Kyle says, a little more snappish than he intends. “It was fine.” 
“You sure?” Dad asks. 


“T’m sure.” Kyle finds his brain full of bitter thoughts. Ideas of snapping, of getting angry 
and agitated, of yelling at Dad to just shut up already. He doesn’t do that, but the temptation 
is there. When the car starts moving again, Kyle has to genuinely bite the inside of his cheek 
to keep from saying something he’ll regret. 


Kyle watches through the side window, thinking about nothing and seeing the houses pass by 
as they enter the residential area. He wants to go home and sleep. He wants to crawl into bed 
and forget the world, zone out and pass out and be out, for as long as possible until he has to 
wake up and do this crap all over again. 


They go over a speed bump, and the motion of the car jerking is so sudden that Kyle flinches, 
gripping the car door handle. His eyes do that thing again, where they go wide-screen, and he 
feels like he can see more than usual. He tries to blink it away, but that only makes him look 
weird. He sees the way Dad glances at him; no, he can feel it. Kyle turns his attention down 
to his lap. He counts the strands on his jeans. They’ve been feeling more loose than normal. 
They don’t dig into his stomach like they used to. In fact, they feel like they might slip down 
if he’s not careful. 


They’ve gotten stretched out somehow, that must be it. But how? 

“My clothes don’t fit me that well anymore,” Kyle says, though he’s not really sure what he’s 
looking to gain from this conversation with his father, of all people. In fact, it makes him 
nervous. Kyle looks over to Dad, and Dad glances at him. 

“You’ve lost weight,” Dad replies. 


“No, I haven’t,” Kyle says. 


“Yes, you have,” Dad insists. The turn-signal clicks on at an intersection. Kyle stares out the 
windshield, watching the car come to a stop at the light. “You’re thin.” 


“T’m not.” 


“What do you mean, you’re not?” Dad asks. Kyle swallows. 


“T mean— like, I’m thin, but I’m not...” Kyle stops himself before he says thin enough. “... 
on death’s doorstep, or whatever.” 


“Have you been feeling okay?” Dad asks. Kyle wants to avoid the questions. They frustrate 
him. More than anything, he wants to get home already. They’re entering the second 
neighborhood, now, so it’s only a matter of minutes before they’re pulling into the driveway. 


“I’m feeling fine,” Kyle says. “I’m just stressed out.” 
Dad keeps tapping his fingers on the steering wheel and mutters, “Aren’t we all.” 
Kyle pretends not to hear that. 


“Your mother...” Dad begins again, but he doesn’t seem keen on continuing that train of 
thought. Kyle makes a huffing noise, urging him to continue when it seems like he might just 
drop it. The light turns green. Dad lifts his foot off the brake and accelerates, turning left into 
the next neighborhood. Their neighborhood. “We have to talk about something, Kyle, and we 
have to do that at the hospital, so... we’re going to do that tonight, okay?” 


Kyle wants to say no, I don t want to go tonight, but he can’t do that. He’s afraid, in some 
aspects, but overall he doesn’t have the energy. And as shitty as that sounds, it’s the truth. He 
just doesn’t have the energy. His legs feel heavy enough sitting down; the air is thick enough 
without moving. Kyle can’t say no, though. He can’t. So Kyle says, “Okay.” 


They pull into the driveway. Dad turns off the car and they both climb out. Kyle takes his 
time, hesitating before unbuckling himself and using the enforced energy from mental 
fortitude rather than the natural energy of his muscles to push the door open. “You can stay in 
the car,” Dad says when Kyle is halfway out of the passenger door. Kyle looks up. Dad is 
searching for the keys in his pocket, not looking at him. “I just have to grab Ike, and we’ ll 
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go. 
“PIL come in,” Kyle says. “I have to grab some things.” 
“What do you need?” 


“Just some things,” Kyle says, shutting the door behind him. He makes his way up to the 
porch and climbs the steps, stepping in when Dad holds the now-unlocked door open for him. 
Kyle doesn’t bother slipping off his shoes; he makes his way upstairs, bypassing a slightly- 
disheveled-looking Ike in the upstairs hallway. 


“You okay, Kyle?” Ike asks. 


“Fine,” Kyle says. He pushes into the bathroom, shutting and locking the door behind 
himself. As he sheds his jacket, he tries to recall the number it had been at the last time he 
checked. He retrieves the scale from under the sink and steps onto it, trying to do so slowly 
so Ike won’t hear the creaking sound it makes when any weight is applied to it. Kyle knows 
Ike is hesitating in the hall. He can hear his breathing. Also, no footsteps. 


128.8 


What was it before? Kyle is almost ashamed at the fact that he hasn’t been keeping track, at 
this point. It’s kind of strange. He’ll go through these... hours, where he feels the need to 
check over and over again, where he has this compulsion to know what the number is and see 
if it’s changed. But it’s not constant. He wonders if now is another one of those times— and 
decides it isn’t. Because... 


Because, the last time he checked, he was at 130.4 pounds. Now he is not. He has lost 1.6 
pounds. Flooded with an almost... euphoria, Kyle steps off of the scale. 1.6 pounds. He is 1.6 
pounds lighter than he was three days ago. 


And in a flash, that moment of bliss disappears. 
1.6 pounds in three days? Is that really enough? 


Kyle grabs his wrist and wraps his middle finger and thumb around it (wincing at the burn 
because that’s his bad arm), momentarily relieved that they overlap. He grabs at the hem of 
his shirt and wonders how much weight his clothing adds. They don’t have the time for him 
to get undressed and redressed, though, do they? And if he allows himself to weigh again, 
and if it’s the same number... 


Kyle stares at the scale. His chest hurts. He looks at the toilet, wide-eyed, fearing himself. 


He could do it. Right now, he could do it. He could turn on the tap and push his fingers down 
his throat and get rid of whatever remains in his stomach. But would that be enough? Would 
it do anything? Would it make him... 


Thinner. 


Kyle wants that. More than that, he wants to do it— and even more than that, he needs to do 
it. If he doesn’t, he’s going to stay too big, and if he does nothing, he’ll get bigger— and he’ll 
end up like... 


But— 


Kyle snatches his jacket up from the floor, pulling it on, careful with his arm, and zipping up. 
He shoves the scale under the sink and opens the bathroom door with shaking hands. The 
immediate hallway is empty, but a glance towards the top of the steps reveals Ike, leaning 
casually against the wall, playing a game on his 3DS. He looks up at the sound of the door 
opening. His expression is entirely neutral— cheerful in childish manner, but not necessarily 
happy, if that makes sense. 


“Hi, Kyle,” Ike says. He glances Kyle up and down. “You okay?” 


Kyle feels sick to his stomach for needing to do what he has to do. He has so many differing 
things within him that need to be said. He thinks about the scenarios. Telling Ike he’s okay, 
then leaving. Telling Ike to leave without him, he’ll be out in a second. His blood sugar’s low, 
don’t worry, he’ll be fine. Better yet, skipping Ike entirely and going downstairs to tell Dad 
he’s sick and staying home and avoiding it all just so he can stay and get everything out. 


It wasn’t Kyle’s decision to go see Ma today. It wasn’t Kyle’s decision at all, and he’s afraid 
that if he goes, Eric will be there to meet him— and if they don’t get there soon, maybe... 


“Ike,” Kyle says. Ike blinks, muttering a little noise of acknowledgment. Fighting back the 
nauseous anxiety that blooms in his stomach, Kyle swallows and says, “I need you to 
convince me not to do it.” 


Ike’s expression morphs. Questioning— do what?— but there are no words shared. There 
doesn’t have to be. Because Ike knows, and Ike will probably always know, there’s no 
convincing him otherwise and if Ike knows then maybe Kyle won’t do the thing he has to do, 
because Kyle can’t fucking handle not doing it on his own. 


Ike looks on the verge of something, but Kyle doesn’t know if he can handle it so he speaks, 
just a small amount, just a single word, just a soft, “Please.” 


And Ike says, “Don’t do it.” 


For a second, Kyle is afraid that’s all Ike’s going to give him. He’s scared it isn’t enough, and 
he’s terrified because there is absolutely nothing stopping Kyle from abandoning it all and 
locking himself in the bathroom he leans on the very door frame of. There’s nothing stopping 
him except for that little, teeny-tiny twinge of fear. Of maybe I really shouldn t. 


But at the same time, there’s the question: why not? 
And he has no answer. 
He has no answer, he— 


“Kyle,” Ike says. Kyle fights back the burning in his eyes. He’s weak. He’s weak for bringing 
Ike into this, he’s weak for bringing his thirteen year old little brother into his personal 
issues. He’s weak for it, he’s weak, he’s weak, he’s weak, he’s— 


Ike walks over and in that moment, he wraps his arms around Kyle and gives him a hug. A 
tight hug, a bear-hug, one that makes him freeze for a moment before recognizing what it is 
and sinking into it, appreciating the contact more than he thought he would. Kyle lets go of 
the door frame and returns the hug. 


“T love you,” Ike says, and his grip tightens, even more pressure around Kyle that panics him 
before becoming soothing again. Kyle can’t help it; he smiles. 


“T love you, too,” he says. 


They stay like that until Dad calls for them. At that point, they pull away from each other— 
Kyle messes up Ike’s already-frazzled hair and Ike tries to do the same to Kyle, but he’s too 
short to reach. Instead, Ike nudges Kyle in the side. It’s brotherly, their silence, though in 
some ways it is simply just a silence. Kyle wonders about the future and wonders if, in the 
end, he’ll ever tell Ike about what Eric is doing. He wonders if, by the end, he’ll ever get the 
chance to— and, if not, how soon such an end will come. 


Sometimes, Kyle thinks he wonders too much. 


Kyle and Ike head downstairs. Dad is waiting for them, a tense look on his face, one of 
impatience. Kyle ignores it to the best of his ability, and Ike does, too. Kyle pushes open the 
front door and Ike squirms out first, laughing out a shout of, “I call shotgun!” 


Kyle follows Ike down, stepping to the driveway and feeling a sort of panic at the thought of 
getting into the back seat. He doesn’t know why, but he doesn’t want to ride in the back. He 
tries to think of any recent, bad experiences he has had, but he can’t think of any. Shaking it 
off as his stupid new-found jumpiness, Kyle gets into the back seat and buckles himself in. 


Normally, he would find Ike’s childish demeanor amusing, but now, it’s starting to get 
annoying. Ike literally jitters in the passenger’s seat, probably bouncing his leg out of 
excitement, whether it be legitimate or fake. Kyle doesn’t know. And as much as he hates 
himself for it, he can’t ignore the agitation that grows in his chest. Kyle glances at the ceiling 
of the car and finds himself more than just a little bit frustrated. The air in the car is thicker. It 
really is. 


That must be the reason why he is so frustrated. 
It must be the air. 


Dad gets into the driver’s seat and soon enough the car rumbles to life. There’s a twinge in 
Kyle’s head that shoots down to his arm. It’s like he can feel every number, etching itself 
with fire into the layers of his skin, scratching surfaces of tissues he forgets human beings are 
made of. More than that, his arm itches— like, it really itches— and it feels cold. It’s... odd. 
To say the least, it’s more than a little unpleasant. 


Ike plays on his 3DS most of the way to the hospital, filling the car with the slightly- 
annoying noises of whatever game he’s busy with. Kyle appreciates the noise. He hates the 
noise, it makes his skin itch with the stimulation, but he appreciates it nonetheless. With the 
noise, there’s a little more to focus on than just his thoughts. 


Maybe halfway through the drive, Dad says, “Kids, I need you to listen to me for a second.” 


Ike shuts off his 3DS, obviously happy about winning a level with the way he vocalizes. Kyle 
shuts his eyes against the rolling scenery and hopes he’ll be able to be more neutral once he’s 
out of the vehicle. 


“Your mother isn’t doing well,” Dad says, and his voice is different. In that moment, Kyle 
opens his eyes. For a second— for a minute, his heart stops. “When we go in, things are 
going to be a little different, okay? She’s in a different room...” 


It’s funny. 
The only thing Kyle can think of is, You’re telling us this shit in a car? 
A moving fucking car? 


Dad talks more. About how the coma will help her heal. About how the doctors are doing 
everything they can. About goodbyes. About this and about that, about all these things that 


Kyle can’t make a difference in except maybe for the fact that he can, except for Eric and all 
these thoughts and all these realities and they enter the hospital parking lot. 


Kyle watches with bated breath, with frozen hands and a burning arm, as Dad pulls into a 
parking space. 


The 


[Isn’t it just beautiful, Kyle? 
That tongue of his 
dry scraping of torn skin] 


There are cameras, right? There have to be. Kyle shoves the car door open 


[People come here to die, you know 
Here, this hospital 

people come here 

and ninety percent of the time 

they don’t fuckin’ leave 

and that, Kyle, is beautiful | 


Kyle could ask so many questions. He could try to understand. He could try many things, 
really, but he does none of them. He’s full of inaction, these sayings and knowing and ideas 
and trusts and something something somethings. The parking lot stares up at him, he’s stuck 
with both hands on the car door and his legs dangling out of the open door while seated 
sideways in the actual back seat and he feels 


[leg begins to bounce harder 
car shakes in response 
tightens in on himself 

breath catching 

can t be touched 

he'll be crushed] 


Stop it. Stop it. Stop it. Stop thinking about it. Push through it, dammit, push through it. But 
Kyle can’t. He’s frozen, sitting half-out of the car and leaning against the door and staring at 
the ground and he wants to cry. He wants to break down and sob. He wants to curl in on 
himself and scream but he can’t do that because his body isn’t working, it’s like he’s not 
connected or something, like he’s lost power and he has to recharge but there’s something in 
the background always running running running until it comes to the surface and he 
remembers it’s running always there never going away but there are times where it’s not quite 
as bad where he can 


[A yarmulke? 

Wear it 

What do you mean, ‘wear it’? 
Well, let me see 

I probably mean] 


Count the rocks 
One two three four 


[Like improv, Kyle, you see? 
stained ceiling of the Ford Fusion 
let his guard down 

break his fucking neck 

tell me you didn t 

Kyle takes a breath] 


Kyle takes a breath. 


[human being 

letting his grip go 
grabbing Kyle 5 wrists 
claws at the skin 
Thinner 

something shifts 

Eric has an 

back of his head hits| 


Kyle’s jaw snaps shut at the impact and he squeezes his eyes shut, inhaling though he knows 
he has knocked the wind out of himself. Very quickly, he realizes just how easy it is to 
breathe. He still hears it, the loud thwak of the back of his own head hitting this very parking 
lot. He hears it again and again. Thwak—! Thwak—! Thwak—! 


“Kyle, you coming?” 


Kyle is shaking. Very obviously, he is shaking. He pushes himself the rest of the way out of 
the car. His legs threaten to give out, but he doesn’t fall. He takes a few steps and pushes the 
car door closed, looking around to find his family in the sudden buzzing. Dad and Ike are at 
the sidewalk, just a few feet away or so. Kyle doesn’t know which person spoke. It could 
have been Ike, it could have been Dad, but he doesn’t know for sure which is most likely. 


Kyle steps up onto the sidewalk, following Dad as the three of them make their way into the 
hospital. The entry of the hospital is absolutely silent. No one is there, no one seems aware; 
it’s just the middle-aged woman at the desk beside a balding man tapping something into a 
computer. There’s a second where Kyle feels like he’s falling, but he’s not. He feels sick and 
twisted on the inside, right where his stomach is. He’s tired, very tired, and quite worn. The 
day has exhausted him deep in his bones and right now, he honestly just wants to find Ma and 
talk to her... 


Not that he’ll be able to, though, right? In the car, Dad had said the words not doing well. 
Medically induced coma. 


And, to top it all off: 


Doctors want us to come in and say our goodbyes. 


It makes Kyle want to vomit. 
Literally want to vomit. 


Dad hardly has to say much to the desk; they’ ve all come in so many times they recognize 
them at this point. Dad makes his way down the hallways, and Kyle does, too. Ike has 
pocketed his 3DS, looking this way and that and appearing more or less to be processing. Not 
in much of a grieving way, though— more of an... an Ike way, really— just a very intelligent 
Ike way. Kyle doesn’t know if Ike is suppressing it or if Ike has no idea how to feel. He 
doesn’t know. 


When they get to the elevators, Kyle finds the tiredness in his chest doubling into something 
a little bit more substantial. It’s more than tiredness; it’s shortness of breath, it’s blurred 
vision, its weariness. He tries to blink it away, but it doesn’t work. 


Great. 
His blood sugar is low. 


For now, Kyle ignores it. He grabs onto the rail on the wall of the elevator and focuses on... 
anything and everything except for the low blood sugar and the effects from it. It’s really 
much more difficult than Kyle would like to admit, and it’s kind of fucking embarrassing 
because he left his kit in the car. They’re on the third floor, halfway across the hospital from 
the parking lot, and the last thing Kyle wants to do is be an inconvenience. 


What can he do but feign ignorance? 


The elevator lets out a soft bing when they reach the third floor. Some automated, text-to- 
speech sounding voice alerts them of the fact that they’ve gotten to their button-pushed 
destination. Kyle waits for Dad to exit before stepping out of the elevator, though Ike isn’t so 
resigned. He hops out as soon as the doors open, narrowly dodging a stray, empty, random 
wheelchair that blocks part of the elevator’s exit. Kyle snorts at the sight of Ike stumbling in 
surprise. He nudges Ike on the shoulder. 


“Good job, dummy,” Kyle says. 
“Hey, P11 have you know I passed walking school,” Ike replies. Kyle laughs, and Ike smiles. 


Walking through winding halls. A few times, Kyle feels panic at the fact that he loses Dad— 
but never actually loses Dad. There are just... times, where he thinks he does, because he 
sees Dad but Dad doesn’t actually look like Dad. Kyle swallows it down and ignores that, 
too. 


Kyle assures himself he can make it to Ma’s room, but they pass a waiting area outside a 
Cardiopulmonary ICU area and he knows that he won’t be able to. 


“Dad?” Kyle asks. Dad glances back, replying with a soft hum. Kyle swallows again, though 
that time it’s not on purpose. His throat feels thick and his body and mind and just about 
everything else feels very... foggy. “I think my blood sugar’s low.” 


Dad stops walking and turns around to face Kyle and Ike. “Do you need to check? We can sit 
down if you have to.” He gestures to the waiting area just a few feet away. 


“T left my kit in the car,” Kyle says. 


“Why did you leave your kit in the car?” Dad asks, and it doesn’t take a genius to realize he’s 
not pleased. 


“I didn’t mean to, I just— I forgot about it,” Kyle says. 


There’s a pause— a moment where Dad seems to be collecting himself, before he asks, 
“What do you want to do?” 


Kyle doesn’t know. As infuriating as it is, Kyle doesn’t have the energy or brainpower to 
think his way out of this one. The only thing he can think of is sitting down and catching his 
breath, at the very least. He figures that’s a good enough place to start, and says, “I need to sit 
down,” because at this point, it’s not a want. It’s an J need to do this or I’m gonna go ahead 
and collapse in a few minutes. Which is also quite infuriating. 


“Okay,” Dad says. He points to the chairs, to the open area where only one person sits— an 
old man with a magazine open in his lap, something about furniture. Or... maybe it’s 
archeology. Kyle can’t really tell from here. “Go ahead— Ike, can you sit with him while I 
grab his kit from the car?” 


“T can grab it if you want me to,” Ike suggests. 


Kyle doesn’t know how the rest of Ike and Dad’s conversation goes, because Kyle makes the 
decision that he really actually has to sit down. It’s hard to get a good, solid breath in. He 
silently makes his way over to the waiting area. He sits down in a chair and takes a moment 
to breathe. It’s nice to get off his feet, though he’s only been standing for about ten minutes 
and he’s fucking winded, which is embarrassing as all hell. He rests his elbows on his knees, 
leaning forward, casual. 


Though it’s honestly a lot less casual and a lot more I’d really rather be laying down right 
now. He lowers his head into his hands— ow, fuck, his arm... Kyle readjusts, resting his 
injured arm across his lap and propping his head up in his unharmed arm. He stays like that. 
At least this time he’s not in pure denial about everything? And at least this time he’s a bit 
more mentally equipped to handle a hypoglycemic episode, particularly taking into account 
his recent issues. He’s trying. He’s really fucking trying, here, but it’s hard to keep trying 
when he’s up in the air about the necessity about which is more fruitful to him. He wants to 
keep himself healthy but he also wants to keep himself... not unhealthy. 


Kyle soon starts to mindlessly doze. It’s all he wants, really— to find somewhere to curl up 
and just totally freaking conk out. He doesn’t even realize someone has come over to him 
until they sit down in the chair beside him and start rubbing his back. It’s at this point that 
Kyle realizes Dad has stuck around, not Ike. Kyle lifts his head out of his hand, looking 
around for his brother. He’s not here. He must have gone down to grab the kit. 


Okay. 


He can be okay, okay? 
He can fucking be okay. 


Kyle sits up straighter, his head buzzing with what feels like a confused blood-rush. It’s not 
pleasant, that’s for sure. He doesn’t last much longer before he decides it’s not worth it, and 
he leans his elbows on his knees again. 


“How are you doing?” Dad asks. 


“I’m fine,” Kyle says. He’s fine, he’s fine, of course he’s fine. Sure, he’s fucking falling apart 
but it’s all fine. In the end, it’s all fucking fine. 


It’s embarrassing, but Kyle wants to eat. Something. He doesn’t care what, he just wants to 
eat something. He doesn’t know if that’s the hypoglycemia talking or if he has suddenly 
delved head-first into the realm of stress-eating— but it’s something he craves. 
Simultaneously, he finds himself missing the purging. The consumption of food or gulping of 
water just so he’ll be able to force it back up again. 


With a rush of suddenness, Kyle finds himself missing home. Not for the things people 
usually miss home for— the bed, the comfort, the familiarity... and although Kyle could 
categorize it as comfort, it’s something inordinate— the scale. More than anything, he wants 
to be in the bathroom, alone, with the scale. He wants to vomit and check his weight, see the 
difference (if there is one) in real time. It’s such a pleasant idea, something that brings him so 
much comfort, that he allows himself to dwell within the thought. He imagines it. The alone. 
The rushing. 


He fantasizes about it all. 


But the fantasy is shattered when he realizes he can’t ever do it. It’s not allowed. Illegal, one 
might say— against the rules and something he could get in serious trouble for. Ike would be 
disappointed. Ike would tell Dad. Dad would do whatever the fuck it is he would do and Kyle 
would be powerless to stop it. He wouldn’t be able to control the way things went down. 


Fucking... 
Kyle can’t control it now. 


What would make the difference? Is there even a fucking difference? Does Kyle give a shit? 
He honestly doesn’t know and he honestly doesn’t know if he cares if he knows and that is an 
odd feeling. 


“T hate this,” Kyle mutters, just to reaffirm it to himself. Just to feel like he’s being heard, 
even though he doesn’t want Dad to care or know or understand on any level. He really 
doesn’t— that’s what he tells himself, at least. It scares him, the idea that Dad might find out 
about any of it. Dad keeps rubbing Kyle’s back, and Kyle guesses he appreciates that. 


“I know,” Dad says, and a cold panic blooms in Kyle’s chest. “I know.” 


Kyle looks over at his father, trying to gauge it— the thing, the unspoken tension that keeps 
itself ever-present. He wonders if it’s something in his eyes or if it’s the way he holds 
himself, and soon Kyle can’t help but wonder just what Dad means by J know. There’s a slew 
of issues that he could be referencing here. The diabetes, or Mom’s health, or... 


It hits Kyle, very suddenly, that that is the exact thing Dad said when Kyle told him he was 
gay. And the other factors— the eyes and the posture— suddenly seem to register. Kyle 
suddenly finds himself doubting the validity of his father. 


Dad just doesn’t look like... Dad. He looks like Dad, but something is very—... off. 


Ike is back within the next five minutes, carrying Kyle’s kit. His cheeks are a bright pink that 
looks much more severe than a simple exertion in cold weather. His eyes are glossy, too, 
something Kyle notices when Ike stops in front of him and hands it over. Kyle observes the 
strange glaze in them. Ike smiles. 


“Are you okay?” Ike asks. 


“Are you okay?” Kyle asks. Ike’s smile twitches, and fades. He shrugs— doesn’t answer, just 
shrugs. Kyle pats the seat next to him, ushering Ike to sit. When Ike does, Kyle turns his 
attention to the kit he has in his lap. He unzips it and retrieves the meter and strips and 
lancing device. He presses a strip in and once the meter itself is situated, he pricks himself. 
He pushes the drop of blood up to the 


[What are you doing? 

Dont 

Dont you do it, don t— 

Blood pools up from the single cut 
pool collecting on the fabric of 
carve his eighteenth birthday 
dont hurt my brother 

blade digs in] 


A sudden, numb, shooting torrent of pain zaps up Kyle’s arm, and he almost jerks— he 
almost drops the meter into the still-open kit and he almost throws it to the floor. Almost 
almost almost but not quite. 


The drop of blood on his finger isn’t there anymore. He doesn’t know where it is, but it isn’t 
on his finger. He’s trying to reorient himself but he doesn’t know where the fuck the blood 
went where the hell—? Kyle retrieves the lancing device and presses it to the tip of a 
different finger. Ike grabs his arm, and Kyle is lucky that it’s not his injured arm, because 
Ike’s movement is clumsy and a bit knocking. Kyle looks over. Ike is giving him an odd look. 


“What are you doing?” Ike asks. 
“Checking my blood sugar, what’s it look like?” Kyle replies. Ike frowns. 


“You already did,” says Ike, and to assure his point, he gestures to the meter in Kyle’s lap. 
Kyle looks down, and sure enough, there it is. The blood is on the strip, and the number is 


blinking up at him, big and only slightly frightening: 112. 
Wait... 
But that’s... no, that can’t be right. 


“Wait, but that—” Kyle furrows his brows at what he sees. He resets and tugs the strip out, 
retrieving another one to repeat the process of checking. There’s no way it’s 112, right? Like, 
actually no way it’s 112. He goes ahead with pricking his ring finger rather than his index 
finger, pushing a drop of blood to the surface and putting the drop onto the test strip. There’s 
a delay and then the screen of the meter blinks a solid 112. Kyle’s brain cannot process it. It 
feels impossible. Kyle gestures to the meter, though quickly changes the gesture and runs his 
fingers through his hair. He’s hallucinating again. This is exactly like the stain, isn’t it? So 
Kyle asks, “What’s that say?” 


Both Ike and Dad reply with, “One-twelve.” Dad soon asks, “Can’t you read it?” 


“Yeah, I can read it, I just—” Kyle finds himself pausing, physically incapable of finding the 
words to explain just what he’s feeling, because even he doesn’t know what the fuck he’s 
having trouble understanding. He supposes the big issue he has is the fact that he definitely 
felt low. Like, he fe/t like his blood sugar had dropped, but it’s completely normal right now. 
Maybe it’d been... high, earlier, and he hit a drop? Maybe it’s still dropping? Maybe he has 
to wait fifteen minutes and check again and it’ll be lower? That’s gotta be it. 


But once the confusion has passed, Kyle has a thought. 
At least I dont have to eat anything. 
“What’s wrong?” Ike asks. 


“I just... I felt low,” Kyle mumbles. He removes the strip and cleans up, pushing everything 
back into the kit and zipping it up. 


“It might be stress,” Dad suggests, but Kyle disregards the idea as soon as it’s brought up. 
Kyle stays silent. He doesn’t know what to say. He doesn’t know what to do. He’s just very 
lost, and he’s conflicted— torn between seeing Mom and going back home because he really 
doesn’t feel very good. 


“T don’t feel well,” Kyle voices, though he’s unsure of just where that’s supposed to get him. 
He doesn’t even know what it’s supposed to do for him— he doesn’t fucking know what he 
wants. He’s just speaking, saying something so they don’t talk about him like he isn’t here, or 
worse yet get bored and leave, or even worse than that— 


“Do you want to grab something to eat?” Dad asks. 


Kyle immediately says, “My levels are normal,” ignoring the look Ike gives him. Ike looks 
like he wants to say something, but Kyle makes sure to speak before Ike can say whatever it 
is he’s about to. “I think we should visit Ma, now.” 


“You sure?” Dad asks. The amount of questions he’s asking is not settling well with Kyle; it 
makes him feel way too wary, wired and wondering just why Dad suddenly seems to care so 
much when he’s been so distant since Mom got sick. 


“Yes, I’m sure,” Kyle says, hardly registering how snappish he sounds. He stands from the 
chair and hugs the kit close to his chest, feeling overly-conscious of anyone seeing it (not that 
anyone is nearby; the old man in the chair on the opposite end of the sitting area has long- 
since fallen asleep, magazine still in his lap). 


Dad and Ike stand and soon the three of them are walking towards the thinner hall just out of 
the waiting area. Kyle’s head goes fuzzy at a very rapid pace and his vision darkens to muted 
static. For a few seconds, he loses himself in space— he manages to blink himself back into 
the hospital without alerting anyone to his problem. 


They make their way into Mom’s hospital room. 

And there’s the general stuff. 

The breathing assistance and the lines for medication and feeding and whatever else. 
And there’s this second. 

This second, where he steps up to her bedside and he doesn’t... understand it. 


He can’t comprehend how she could be gone— she’s not gone, not yet, the doctors say that, 
thus the goodbyes. They’re supposed to say their goodbyes, right here, right now, today. And 
Kyle doesn’t think he can handle that. Because, look at her. She’s breathing. 


Sure, it’s with the help of a machine. But she’s breathing. 


And sure, her— her hand is cold when he takes it in his own, but... but there’s still nail 
polish on her fingers, she always likes to do her nails, she likes to have them done in gels, the 
ones that take hours to do but she’s committed and Kyle admires that. And they match the 
seasons, the themes of her nails— right now they’re a cherry red, and Kyle wishes he 
understood why. It’s winter, usually she might paint them a soft blue and she might add a 
snowflake stamp. But they’re just red. 


Just plain... 
Plain red, they... 


Kyle sits down in the chair at her bedside and rubs the back of her hand, soft motions, with 
the pads of his fingers. Her skin is definitely cold. It’s clammy, he supposes is the word— 
cold and clammy, and suddenly he’s brought back in time to a Barbie movie he watched back 
when Ike went through a Barbie phase at six and the doctor in that Barbie movie— what was 
it, Twelve Dancing Princesses? Yeah. The father got sick, Kyle can’t remember with what, 
and the doctor said cold and clammy in response to the feel of the father’s hand. 


So... 


So his mother’s hand is cold and— and it’s clammy. 
And although the room is dark, Kyle can see she’s pale. 


Kyle recalls when he was a kid, getting sick all the time in relation to diabetes and other 
health issues he has since outgrown and treated. He remembers being the sick one. He 
remembers being brought into the hospital at four years old for something or another. The 
memory is blurry, faded with time, and it flashes from a snapshot of the waiting room to 
seconds of being held down to a table by medical staff and his parents, a doctor putting in a 
catheter, Kyle screaming and crying because he didn’t understand what was going on. 
Y’know, because he was four. 


Remembering that brings him to a very fragile state of mind. Kyle hasn’t visited that memory 
in literally a decade. In fact, he’d basically fucking forgotten it. But he remembers, in that 
snapshot, laying on that table and being pinned to it and looking to the left and seeing his 
father’s face as he stood there, trying to soothe Kyle. 


Kyle gives a wary look to the left. 


He feels his stomach sink when he sees his father, at Mom’s bedside, holding her other hand 
and rubbing her shoulder. 


Kyle’s brain replays the memory again and again. The screaming, the crying, the pinning 
down the attempts at soothing him. He stares, watching his father. 


Dad doesn’t look... 
.. right. 


Kyle turns his attention back to his mother, back to petting the back of her hand because he 
feels like he should. Maybe it’s weird, but it’s soothing him— to add movement to a place 
where there is so little. He recalls the last conversation he had with her, and he recalls 
running off when she wasn’t doing so well, and he recalls seeing her that very first time, in 
the hospital bed— in a different room, this room is more dreary than the last one. 


Kyle might be biased, though. 


Ike curls up near the foot of the bed, finding any free space he can to just lay. Kyle doesn’t 
blame him; he wishes he could do the same thing, but he’s not small enough to do that 
anymore. It hurts him a lot to think and understand that, but it’s the truth. It shakes him more, 
his foundation suddenly quite unsteady. But he can settle for holding Ma’s hand. 


At least he’s here, and she’s here. Sure, Dad is whispering things under his breath, talking 
about something at such a quiet volume Kyle can’t understand it. Kyle doesn’t want to. He 
tunes it out, though wonders if Dad is even speaking in English. Maybe it’s Yiddish. And if 
it’s Yiddish, then maybe it’s a lullaby. 


It’s probably not Yiddish. Kyle learned the Yiddish he knows from Mom— and come to think 
of it, he doesn’t know if Dad grew up with Yiddish like Kyle knows Ma did. 


Kyle squeezes his mother’s hand and examines the red of her nail polish, feeling the 
smoothness of it with the pad of his thumb over the surface of a red-painted index fingernail. 
He thinks to when he was a kid, very little, very very little, curled up in bed as she sat with 
him and whispered a hushed sing-song rendition of oyfn pripetshik. Essentially translated to 
On The Hearth. 


Kyle always loved that one. He would specifically ask to hear it, and he would tell her to go 
line by line, because he wanted to know the lyrics without reading them. Even at that age, 
he’d been envious of Stan’s ability to hear a song and memorize it at the drop of a hat. One of 
his many talents— he has a good ear. Probably why he’s so good at guitar. 


Without moving from his spot at his mother’s bedside, Kyle recites the lyrics in his mind. 


Oyfn pripetshik, brunt un feyrl, un in shtib is heys... 
On the hearth a fire burns, and in the house it’s warm... 


It’s funny, he can almost hear the melody... 
Dun dun dun-dun-dun, dun dun dun-dun-dun, dun dun dun, dun, dun... 
Beep 

And the room 

Beep 

Is filled with 

Beep 

All these noises, you see? 

Beep 

All these noises, the — 

Beep 

Sound of his father whispering and 

Beep 

The labor of Ike’s breathing and 

Beep 

The throbbing of old lyrics coming 

Beep 


Back to his brain 


Feelit 
Beep 
And the machine— 


At the top, at the very top, there is an oval light that flickers in rhythmic shows, flashing on 
and off, alerting— 


Oxygen goes down... 


92 91 92 91 92 91 92 91 90 91 90 91 90 91 92 91 92 91 90 91 90 89 90 89 88 89 88 87 86 87 
88 89 90 91 90 91 90 91 90 89 88 87 88 87 86 85 


And in the room, the beeping is soft. Hardly there. In fact, it sounds like it’s coming from 
outside the room rather than in it. It’s so quiet he almost misses it, but it’s definitely there. 
Kyle waits for a doctor or nurse to come in. 


Beep beep beep 

But the breathing 

Beep beep beep 

And the beating 

Beep beep beep 

Take over and he looks at his father and 
Beep beep beep 


In that moment he knows exactly why Dad looks different. It’s not a different haircut and it’s 
not age or stress. 


Dad looks different because he is not Dad. He is an impostor, a— an intruder, someone fake 
who isn’t actually Dad. Look at him, sitting there, looking up at the machine like he doesn’t 
know what to do, almost ignoring it. 


Dad wouldn’t do that. So this isn’t Dad. 


Kyle stares, tries to make sense of the shape of his own father, tries to find something that 
looks off. There’s an air. This feeling of he’s not Dad. No, not a feeling— a knowledge. 
Something he has unlocked, something he knows he knows he knows it. 


Kyle lets go of Mom’s hand and stands, ignoring the way the chair’s feet scrape and squeak 
against the tile floor. That gets Dad’s attention, and it gets Ike’s, too. 


Ike. 


Don’t hurt him. 


Without taking his gaze off of the impostor of their father, Kyle places a hand on Ike’s 
shoulder and gently tries to pull him up. Ike sits up, but doesn’t stand like Kyle wants him to. 


“What?” Ike asks, voice thick. Kyle grabs Ike’s jacket, urging. 
“We have to go,” Kyle whispers. Ike’s face shifts. 
“What? What do you mean?” 


Kyle lets go. He finally allows his gaze to meet Ike’s. Ike isn’t Ike. Is he? Kyle can’t tell. 
He’s sitting here with his brother like he has done time and time again, but he can’t recognize 
the familiarity of him. The same thing with his father. He doesn’t recognize them. 


He does, he knows them, but at the same exact fucking time, he seriously doesn’t. 
What comes next in the song? Maybe if he can just remember it... 


Un der rebbe lernt kleine kinderlekh dem alef-beys... 
And the rabbi teaches little children the alphabet... 


Does Ike know Yiddish? Kyle doesn’t remember. He probably knows a bit. He’s in the midst 
of connecting it all when his body moves, spinning him around and forcing him to run out. 
He can barely hear the impostor calling after him, “Kyle? Kyle, what are you doing? Come 
back here!” 


Kyle escapes to a hall. 


He breaks into the stairwell, he’ ll be faster on his feet, less chance of someone catching up to 
him, of them bringing him back and making him watch his mother die, as they sit there and 
laugh, because they’re not his family. They’re anything but. 


Kyle almost trips on one of the stairs, but he rights himself. He passes a confused-looking 
nurse, who tries to stop him, but he completely ignores her. The three flights of stairs pass by 
him until he feels dizzy, rushing with all his strength and all his might to get the fuck out of 
this death trap. 


He reaches the ground floor and shoves out of the door, ignoring the way his shoes squeak as 
he darts down the tile hall and main secretary desk area. He sees the balding man and middle- 
aged woman but he doesn’t care about them. They’re in on it. 


Kyle hits the front door with his uninjured shoulder, exploding into the cold of the outdoor 
weather. It’s darker. Kyle doesn’t know what time it is, but it’s certainly slightly darker than it 
had been earlier. He doesn’t care. He just needs to get away. 


Kyle runs. 


Out of the parking lot, he passes patches of ice which threaten to trip him up, try to grab his 
boots and his feet. 


The fresh air tickles his skin and makes him feel alive, like he’s really partaking in something 
that matters. He feels okay, out here, in the open, though he also feels small. Like an ant, he is 
nothing, a speck twittering about like some anxious goddamn Disney bird and that thought is 

so distressing he laughs. 


He doesn’t know how long he runs for. He doesn’t even know where he’s going. But he 
knows he doesn’t stop. He doesn’t stop, even when his legs burn, even when he reaches an 
intersection and he darts into oncoming traffic, even as he narrowly escapes being hit by a car 
and still he keeps fucking running, up the hill and then back down on the other side, 
following the side of the highway as he remembers the route they’d taken earlier. 


His head throbs with every move, light and cold breaking into the surfaces of his eyes and 
making them water. His lungs ache, he feels like he can’t breathe. 


He pulls for breath. 


It echoes, whispering in his lungs, hushing in his ears, heavy gasps that refuse to calm. He 
feels sick, a twisted rotation deep in his gut that makes him crave the worst. He wants to fall 
to his knees. He wants to curl into a ball on the cement and sleep in the cold of the evening as 
it draws on, even in such an unpopulated highway-side area. 


He runs for too long. 
For too fast, too long. 


Everything in him hurts, no longer pumped full of adrenaline— his working legs scream at 
him to stop, his arm wails against the Ace bandage that he has a feeling he might be bleeding 
through, but he doesn’t care. 


Free. 

He thinks about what he ate for lunch. Sandwich, veggies, fruit, like always. The same. 
He didn’t get rid of it, though, so he has to do that right now. 

In the exercise. Through the exercise. This, right fucking here. 

This is his fucking purge. 


If he works too much, if he expends too much energy, his blood sugar will drop and he’ Il pass 
out and probably die. He has no money on him. He can’t buy anything in an emergency. He 
doesn’t have his kit— he forgot it at the hospital. He can’t call Dad because Dad isn’t Dad. 


Kyle doesn’t stop until he reaches the neighborhood. 


He can’t breathe. Even when he stops, the air is so blood-hot and water-thick that he can’t get 
it in. He coughs and sputters for it, begs for rest even while he does so. Even while he lowers 
himself to his knees and coughs in the air, his lungs angry and bitter at his expenditure. 


It’s dark outside. 


He doesn’t know how long he’s been running, but it’s dark outside. 


Kyle pants for breath. He’s sweating from exertion, and he feels way too hot. Without 
thinking, he removes his jacket and feels better at the cool air hitting his skin. He bundles the 
jacket up in his arm and hugs it to his chest, trying to ignore the white-hot boiling of his free 
arm. 


Tears prickle his eyes. He tries to force them back but they fall. For the second time that day, 
he cries. 


He allows himself to. 


He doesn’t let go of all control, but he cries. Just a little. Just enough. Then he wipes his tears 
and pushes himself off of the ground. His knees are gelatin, they won’t hold his weight, but 
he makes it work. In tumbling strides, he steps, watching his own shoes make harsh, hasty 
work of the sidewalk. Too slow. 


Failure. 

Why don’t you just stop? 

Give up, give up, give... 

Kyle messily pulls on his jacket once more, climbing the stoop. He pauses. 
Stares at the door. The big, daunting door. If his parents are home... 

But he can’t, he— 


Kyle raises a hand, his uninjured arm, his good arm, and slams his closed fist into the door 
three times. 


BAM BAM BAM. 

Like that. 

There is no response. 

Fear. 

Another round: 

BAM BAM BAM... 

BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM— 
And Stan opens the door. 


Everything comes crashing down on Kyle at once. The implications, the knowledge, the lack 
of breath, the burning of his skin and the tears in his arm that reach to an entirely new level of 
torture— 


The fuzz comes back, and the world starts going black with static. Kyle stumbles forward 
blindly and grasps onto the only thing he can think to— Stan. Stan lets go of the door in favor 
of supporting Kyle. And Stan is real. Stan is real, really real, really here, and— 


Kyle whines, soft, under his breath. 
Feeling relief. 


“Kyle?” Stan whispers, and he sounds like he has no idea how to take what’s going on. Kyle 
wonders if he looks bad. He wonders if something happened. Maybe blood is dripping down 
his arm, how funny would that be? Stan shifts, adjusting his grip on Kyle. Kyle adjusts, too, 
burying his face into Stan’s shoulder as tight as possible so he won’t have to look at anything. 
“Kyle, are you okay?” 


On the hearth a fire burns 
They’re following you. 

In the house it’s warm 

It’s always warm 

Think warm thoughts 
Following following following 


“Shut the door,” Kyle says. There’s a hesitation before Stan moves, tightening his grasp on 
Kyle. Kyle feels one of Stan’s legs move, and soon, he hears the sound of the front door 
closing. As soon as it’s closed, Kyle lets go of Stan and stumbles backwards. He’s still 
unsteady. He can hardly think. 


Stan breaks the silence. “Kyle, what—?” 


“Do you still know how to play guitar?” Kyle asks, his gaze unwavering. He still struggles to 
catch his breath, and he hopes that certain aspect of weakness doesn’t show in his voice. Stan 
doesn’t seem to care much either way, standing there with his mouth still slightly open. Kyle 
repeats, “Do you still know how to play guitar?” 


An oven to make 

A hearth to 

Say yes yes yes 

He has to say yes, right? 
He better. 


If he doesn’t, you know what that means. 


We all broke the dam— 

Hes real. 

«no one else is. 

Hes real. 

Dad is fake. 

Stan 5 real. 

Ike is fake. 

Stan is real. 

Take a good, long look at him. 


Take a good— 


“Yeah,” Stan says. 


Kyle could cry. 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted on sunday, August 4th 
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Grievous Grace 


Chapter Summary 


Right. He’s with Stan. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place during the latter events of SYSBFK Chapter 34: Goodness in 
Grief 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


They kiss. 
Then, they kiss again. 
And again, until there are no discernible breaks between their presses. 


Their eyes are closed as they stumble across the room. It’s strange to be walking backwards, 
but Kyle trusts Stan to lead them to the bed. Maybe it’s an unreasonable expectation, but 
Kyle doesn’t care. He’s just glad they’re here, pressed together so nicely, the warmth of Stan 
so solid, accompanying his own body. A hollow thunk shifts the air around them as Kyle’s 
heel hits one of the guitars they’ve forgotten on the ground. Kyle halts, and Stan halts with 
him. After a moment, however, Kyle has reoriented and Stan seems less hesitant as his hands 
slide down Kyle’s back, sending a distinct, warm, tickling feeling through the entirety of his 
spine. 


When Stan gropes his ass, Kyle can’t help the gasp. 


Their mouths part. Not a second later, Stan’s grip tightens, squeezing at the flesh of Kyle’s 
thighs— and then it shifts. He dips, and Kyle has to turn his head slightly down to chase his 
mouth as Stan hooks both arms beneath Kyle and lifts him up. Immediately, Kyle finds 
himself overly conscious of his body. He’s heavy, he’s too heavy— but Stan lifts him like 
he’s nothing. 


And then, of course, something slips. Stan must lose his grip, or some of that miraculous 
strength, when they make it to the mattress. Kyle falls backwards onto it and Stan falls atop 
him. The back of Kyle’s head hits the pillow, and it’s almost beautifully soft, so nice to lay 
down. The impact, however, is still lingering, and Stan’s arms are still trapped beneath Kyle’s 


lower back. Kyle lifts his hips just enough to let Stan slip his arms out from beneath him. 
From there, Stan adjusts, his forearms resting on the pillow at either side of Kyle’s head. 


They look at each other. Kyle sees Stan’s eyes. They’re blue, so icy blue, with strips of 
cerulean and gray. Kyle loves Stan’s eyes more than he loves almost anything else in this 
world. He wants to drown in them, he wants them to freeze him. 


But he doesn’t want Stan to see him. 
Because he doesn’t look good enough yet. 


Kyle grabs on tight to Stan’s shoulders, trying to urge him down and keep kissing. If they’re 
kissing, Stan can’t look at him, or watch, or whatever else he might try and do in regards of 
actually seeing Kyle’s body. For a moment, Kyle is afraid, because Stan is usually quite 
terrible at taking hints, but this time is different. It feels like Stan understands, capturing 
Kyle’s mouth with his own once again. 


Kyle opens his mouth just enough to allow his tongue to poke through, darting it gently out 
over Stan’s bottom lip, teasing the way he always would when they got high and made out. 
Stan parts his lips; Kyle jumps at the opportunity, pushing his tongue into Stan’s mouth to 
initiate something deeper. Stan’s mouth is warm, and it tastes like him. He tastes so smoky— 
that’s the only way Kyle can describe it. Smoky. 


Kyle presses his tongue against Stan’s, and Stan moves it as if giving in to Kyle’s control. 
Stan’s mouth tightens around Kyle’s tongue, and it’s almost like Stan is gently suckling on it 
— that’s a weird feeling, and Kyle pulls away with a shudder down his spine. As soon as his 
tongue is back in his own mouth, he draws Stan’s bottom lip between his teeth and nips. 


Stan’s reaction is strong; he lurches forward, their chests and stomachs and groins and thighs 
flush together, and Stan moans. That’s hot. 


Really... hot. 


Heat gathers between them as their shirts cling. They’re taking in heavy breaths at the same 
rate, exhaling against each other until it feels almost like too much. The natural rise and 
sinking of their breathing shifts them enough for Kyle to feel Stan, hard through his jeans and 
pressing against Kyle’s own erection. Experimentally, Kyle lifts his hips to match on a breath 
out, and Stan responds in kind; it doesn’t take long before they’re evenly grinding together, 
rocking their hips at a pace natural for the both of them. 


Kyle’s fingers find purchase in Stan’s hair, gripping at the locks as he arches to meet every 
movement. Stan shifts, and soon he’s tracing his fingers down Kyle’s sides. Stan grabs Kyle’s 
ass again, harder than before, more insistent. 


“Oh, fuck,” Kyle mutters, removing his hands from Stan’s hair in favor of wrapping his arms 
around his neck. He pulls Stan down as close as possible, pleasure from different areas 
causing his motions to stutter. “That feels really good.” 


Kyle doesn’t know what inspires him to be vocal. It feels almost dirty to speak during this, 
but at the same time, allowing the words to come out gives Kyle a definite, wholehearted 
warmth. Besides, Stan reacts to the affirmation, and Kyle is almost embarrassed at how easily 
he comes apart with Stan playing with his upper thighs and buttocks like that. 


Too soon, Stan removes his hand from Kyle’s ass. Kyle responds to the loss with a whimper. 
Stan kisses Kyle, a soft peck— Kyle’s heart flips when Stan removes his hips, too, and 
they’re no longer pressed as thoroughly together. It freaks Kyle out, convinced he did 
something wrong, but he soon realizes that Stan is messily trying to unbutton Kyle’s jeans. 
Although dazed with the onset of a panic, Kyle reaches down to help with the action. His 
fingers shake in recovery as he undoes Stan’s zipper. Fuck. Stop shaking. 


“Are you okay?” Stan asks, movements halting. Kyle doesn’t like that. He rocks his hips up, 
trying to urge Stan to continue. 


“T’m fine, I’m fine,” Kyle says, though he feels weak. His breaths come out in gentle pants. 
He feels messy, distorted and way more than a little concerned at having his clothing 
removed, but he forces himself to push it away. He wants to be able to enjoy this. He just 
wants to enjoy something, for once. Stan’s look is that of suspicion. Kyle bites at his own 
lower lip, excusing his nervous tremor with, “I’m just really excited.” 


Feeling bold, Kyle shifts his hand down and squeezes Stan’s erection through his jeans. 
Stan’s breath hitches, his eyelids fluttering. Kyle grins, deciding to be a tease. 


“And you are, too—” 
Stan practically crashes their mouths together. 
This kiss is sloppy, but they like it all the same. 


“That was weirdly sexy,” Stan mutters into Kyle’s ear. Stan’s breath is hot against the thin 
skin, and Kyle 


[Don’t say anything 

breath hot and spidery in the shell of Kyle's ear 
shudder bolts 

dig his fingertips 

Fight 

breathing goes from his ear to his jaw 

clicks in Kyles ears | 


Kyle huffs out a row of breaths, forcing himself to chuckle through the confusion he faces. 
He doesn’t know where he is, really; he feels caught in a different time, a different place, 
where Eric is pinning him to the sink. He sees Eric and he sees the bathroom like it’s literally 
the only thing around him. He sees the mirror. Kyle’s attention snaps back when his jeans are 
being tugged down, and the person he’s with is nipping at his ear. Kyle bites back a noise, 
reoriented. 


Right. He’s with Stan. They’re being intimate. 


C’mon, Kyle. 
Come back. 


Kyle struggles to get Stan’s pants down, and Stan ends up needing to help out because Kyle 
is definitely not being efficient, what with the sudden distraction. Soon enough, Stan’s jeans 
are down around his knees, much like Kyle’s own. 


With less layers of clothing, touching each other feels like heaven. Stan leads their 
movements with little thrusts down, and Kyle meets each and every one of them, suddenly 
reminded of just how good the physical bit of it really feels. He struggles to find somewhere 
to hold onto Stan, his fingers scratching from his shoulders to his lower back, then back up 
again. Stan reaches behind Kyle to resume the groping Kyle enjoys so much. Kyle finds 
himself rapidly lost in it; he almost doesn’t notice when Stan asks something about his jacket. 


A particularly pleasant press of their erections causes Kyle to toss his head back. 


“Mmn— what?” Kyle mumbles, lost. When Stan tugs at the jacket clinging to Kyle’s torso, 
Kyle snaps back into lucidity. “No— no, I want to keep that on.” 


Stan appears confused, but he says nothing about it. He simply draws his hand away from 
Kyle’s jacket and goes back to his goal. Stan grips the flesh of Kyle’s behind, and Kyle is so 
distracted by anything and everything that it takes him off-guard. He breathes out a series of 
noises, kind of embarrassed at just how soft and high they are. 


Without thinking, Kyle says, “Pin me down.” 


Stan either doesn’t hear him or doesn’t want to, and simply continues the groping and the 
thrusting. Kyle is almost relieved, but at the same time, he can’t figure out— 


Stan trails kisses down Kyle’s jaw and the side of his neck, and pauses to lave his tongue 
over Kyle’s pulse point. Kyle gasps, and the words come back: “Pin me down.” 


Stan stops everything. He gasps a soft, “What?” into Kyle’s neck. 
“I want you,” says Kyle through shattered breaths, “to pin me down.” 


Stan tenses. “Are—” Stan cuts off, lifting himself just enough to make eye-contact. Kyle’s 
instinct is to look away— or make Stan look away, or something, anything to push away the 
fact that Kyle is suddenly basically half-naked in the presence of the person he likes the most 
and— Stan asks, “Are you sure?” 


Eyes half-lidded, Kyle can only nod. He pulls his hands away from Stan’s shoulders, and lays 
them at either side of his head, palms facing up. Like surrender, but relaxed. 


Kyle wants this. He assures himself of that fact— he wants to have the control stripped from 
him. He wants to be held down. He wants the memories of Eric’s weight and force to be 
replaced with the loving embrace of Stan. He wants to forget. He wants to erase all the bad 
with good, better, best. What better way than to get pinned down by Stan during something 
intimate? 


“Please,” Kyle says, “I want you to be in control.” 


Stan looks like he has no idea what to do. His expression is cute— lost in some ways and 
concerned in some others, like he’s terrified of breaking something. Yeah. Kyle trusts him. 
Kyle trusts Stan more than Kyle trusts himself— if there are any stains, Kyle trusts Stan to 
know they aren’t there. If someone looks like an impostor, he trusts Stan to protect him— and 
if Kyle’s blood sugar reading looks weird, Stan can double-check. 


Kyle wants it. He’s willing and asking and... 
Stan trusts him. 
Kyle trusts Stan so much more. 


Slowly, Stan adjusts, moving to sit on his knees. Stan grabs Kyle’s right wrist first, pressing it 
down against the mattress. The pressure is so certain, so soothing, so there; Kyle knows 
where he is and he’s not being berated by nonsensical thoughts. He’s rooted in the moment. 


Stan grabs his left and everything 


[Ah-ah-ah 

squeezing Kyle's wrists once 

sharp 

Punishment 

This does not persuade Kyle to stop 
struggling 

Calm down 

I’m not going to do anything 

this is just a sample task, Jew— 
do nothing] 


Hurts so bad 
Hurts like hell 


The pain erupts across the cuts Kyle forgot he had. He has to suck air in through his teeth 
loudly, just so he won’t cry out. His eyes shut so tight, he fears he might damage his sight. He 
bites his lip to force back the burning of his eyes. Stan’s grip loosens significantly and Kyle 
almost cries with relief, the loss of torturous gravel digging into his raw flesh. 


Stan immediately releases Kyle’s left arm. 


“No, no, no,” Kyle protests, thoughtlessly trying to get back the contact. He knows it’ll hurt, 
but he’s willing to deal with the pain. He’s willing to suffer for the full experience, even if 
it’ Il make him cry. He wants it. 


Maybe he even deserves it. 


Kyle reaches up to grab Stan’s hand back, but Stan silently refuses, pulling his hand away 
from Kyle’s grasp. Stan tightens his grip on Kyle’s right arm, and pushes it firmly against the 


mattress. Then, he takes Kyle’s left hand in his right, curling Kyle’s fingers into his palm. 
Stan kisses the back of Kyle’s hand, just above where the elastic bandage stops. 


Stan knows... something. Kyle sees it in his eyes. 


Stan gingerly brings Kyle’s hand up to his shoulder, silently asking Kyle to hold onto him. 
Without protest, Kyle latches onto Stan’s shoulder like a lifeline, his fingers curling into the 
fabric of his shirt. 


They settle together again, pressing their lips in little kisses as their movements resume. 
Between kisses, Stan speaks. 


“We’re in this together,” he says, his voice low and soft. Kyle’s eyes open, unfocused and 
hazy from his mind’s painful wandering. Once more, their eyes meet, and Stan says, “I love 
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you. 
Kyle can feel the tears prickling his eyes. “I love you, too.” 


From there, time melts together. It’s a blur of sensations, a blur of breathing and little 
whispers and heartfelt exchanges and knowledge that everything in the here and now is okay. 
The comfort is more than Kyle can handle, it’s bliss in the dark numbness, it’s a light in the 
oppressive tunnel, the interaction among the lonely and 


Fireworks— 


—across his skin, it feels like lightning. Like being zapped from an open wire, like lighting 
on fire with everything raw and torn open mending for the night, being cauterized. 


Stitched together again. 
The gentle confidence, the soft decadence of sooth. 


When everything is clean and tidy, the moon comes through the open curtains and displays 
itself between the window panes. 


And softly, modestly, Kyle prays. 


The words are nonexistent on his lips, even he knows that; just as much, their meanings 
probably fall on deaf ears, but he doesn’t think it matters because He hears, among all else, 
it’s for the best that it’s done in private. The values of faith come in silence. 


Stan’s skin is soft. It’s warm to the touch and feels a little like moth wings, delicate with the 
natural, fine hairs of the human body. Kyle loves the way it feels to be tucked against Stan’s 
chest, curled as the little spoon in a bigger shelf, and for a moment he can accept himself. 


Just a moment. 


Not long enough. 


Kyle slips his arm out from under the pillow and reaches, tracing his fingers down Stan’s arm 
until he finds Stan’s wrist. 


Without thinking, he loops his middle finger and thumb around the circumference of it, 
measuring. It’s weird to know that Stan’s body is perfect, yet his wrist is bigger than Kyle’s. 


“What are you doing?” Stan asks, and he doesn’t sound angry; if anything, he sounds 
amused. 


“Just checking,” Kyle says. 
“Checking what?” 
“To make sure you’re real.” 


Stan doesn’t say anything, and neither does Kyle. They stare out the window as they lay in 
Stan’s bed, still folded together. The exhaustion deep in Kyle’s bones is almost too much to 
bear. Overexertion is difficult to navigate when so little has been done. 


Technically, at least. Because this is a lot. 
It’s... it’s a lot. 


Kyle doesn’t feel mature enough for it. His core feels raw from it. His body feels... thawed, 
from it. That’s scary. 


“I’m real,” Stan says. 

“T know.” 

Now he knows. 

The moon gets higher. The stars get brighter. Stan’s skin gets softer. Kyle’s body gets lighter. 
“I think I’m happy,” Stan says. 

“You think?” Kyle asks. 


“It’s hard to know, sometimes,” Stan replies. Kyle lets go of Stan’s wrist to hold Stan’s hand. 
He laces their fingers together. Perfect fit. “But right now, I think I am.” 


Perfect. 


“Thank you,” Stan says. Kyle furrows his brows, shifting to look at Stan. Stan doesn’t seem 
to notice; his eyes are so bright in the moonlight, it’s almost hard to see them. They’re damp 
— relaxed, wide, but seeing something else. 


“Are you seriously thanking me for sex?” Kyle asks humorously. Stan laughs. 


“No, I just—” there’s a catch, something thick, that Stan doesn’t want to say. In that moment, 
there’s a change. Stan pulls Kyle closer, so much closer, until Kyle’s back is completely flush 


with Stan’s chest. The heat of Stan’s breath echoes at the nape of Kyle’s neck. “I think you 
saved me, Kyle.” 


Kyle catches a shimmer in the stars. 
He wonders. 
“I think you saved me, too,” Kyle says. 


Stan’s grip becomes noticeably tighter. The mattress shifts, and softly, Stan’s breath comes 
out in a shiver. Kyle doesn’t know what Stan is thinking about, but there’s a drop of water 
that falls on Kyle’s shoulder, and he knows Stan has started to cry. 


“Stan—” 
“They’re happy tears,” Stan chokes. “I swear to God, they’re happy—” 
“Okay,” Kyle says. “It’s okay.” 


Kyle’s fine with being cried into. He wants to be Stan’s rock. He wants to be Stan’s safe 
place. He wants to be for Stan what he can’t be for maybe anyone else. What he can’t be for 
his mother, maybe, or Ike. 


It’s very possible that Stan cries himself to sleep that night. It’s only later, when the night is 
darker and Stan’s grip is lighter, that Kyle does the same. 


Happy tears. Relieved tears. Afraid tears. 


They fall asleep like that. 


Chapter End Notes 


i am so so so sorry that this chapter is up so late. i've not been well lately but i'm feeling 
better now! 


next update will be posted on Sunday, August 11th! and i promise, that update will 
definitely be on time. <3 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


Copycat 


Chapter Summary 


Kyle doesn’t know what role any of them are supposed to play for each other anymore. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“Where have you been?” 


Hardly two steps into the house, and Kyle is already bombarded with angry questions from 
his father. On purpose, he remains silent, turning on his heel and focusing all of his energy on 
closing and locking the front door. His skin still burns with memories of last night, and his 
lips still buzz with the kiss he pressed to Stan’s lips before he left. 


“Look at me when I talk to you, Kyle.” 


“Why? So you can yell at me with empathy?” Kyle retorts, utterly monotonous. In the 
moment of silence that follows, Kyle looks up, facing his father. Dad stands in front of the 
couch, and he’s staring him down— glaring, more like. That’s definitely a glare. Kyle doesn’t 
care. He wants to go upstairs and sleep. His hips hurt. 


“So I know you understand what I’m saying!” Dad snaps. In any ordinary circumstance, Kyle 
would be distraught with the disapproval of his father, but this is not an ordinary 
circumstance. Ordinary circumstances haven’t existed since before Mom got sick. Ordinary 
circumstances would be extraordinary circumstances at this point, since they’re so fucking 
rare. Hell, maybe the current circumstances are ordinary because that’s just what life is, now. 
Dad takes a step forward. 


“What, you gonna hit me?” Kyle asks. Dad looks shocked, for a moment, though that quickly 
disappears into anger. 


“T’m not going to hit you, Kyle, what has gotten into you?” Dad asks. Kyle can hardly see 
him. He doesn’t understand what Dad is doing, because Dad is just static. This lone element 
of immovable, gray particles. The dark of his sweater and the bright of his yarmulke. It 
makes Kyle feel sick to his stomach. “I texted and called you a dozen times, and you didn’t 
answer— do you understand just how worried I’ve been?” 


“Oh, so you’re playing worried now?” Kyle asks. Question question question. Snarky remark 
after snarky remark. Kyle could do this all day. He could, but he doesn’t want to. There are a 
million other things that are a hundred thousand times more appealing than this. “You’re 
seriously playing worried?” 


“Playing? Playing?” And Dad starts to talk, starts to rant, heated and more angry than Kyle 
has ever seen him before in his entire life. Kyle can’t bring himself to care. He stares at the 
wall just beyond Dad’s left shoulder, mimicking eye contact without actually making it. He’s 
tired. 


He thinks about Stan. About this morning. About waking up to— 


[ The sunshine spreading in through the window was welcoming as Kyle awoke. Sensation 
came slowly, but like always, vision arrived first. Then touch: sensation, pleasant, warm. 


Kyle presses his back against Stan s chest, trying to get as close as possible. Stan s hold on 
Kyles waist tightened almost protectively, and he buried his face against the back of Kyle s 
neck. Kyle could feel the warmth of his breath, a comforting heat. Wakefulness itched in 

Kyle 5 fingers, but he only moved a little bit. He didn t want to get up. He didn t want to move. 
He just wanted to breathe, and be, with Stan. He brought his hand up, reaching behind 
himself to rest his palm over Stan s arm. He rubbed his thumb against the skin of Stan 5 
elbow. 


He woke up numb, and Kyle completely forgot about his arm. 


More time passed, and then Kyle rolled over to face Stan. Their noses almost touched in the 
close proximity. As if it were second nature, they kissed each other good morning. 


Stan removed his hand from Kyles waist to instead caress Kyle's cheek. He spread his thumb 
underneath Kyle's eye. Naturally, Kyle blinked at the contact. 


Then Stan whispered, “You’re beautiful. ” ] 


Kyle snaps back into his own living room, where he’s staring over Dad’s shoulder in a daze. 
He could blame it on the guilt or blame it on the glaze of his own head. He thinks his blood 
sugar is too high, he thinks that’s something that’s happening right now. He feels buzzing, but 
malaise— exhausted but wired. Everything in his field of vision holds a glow of white but it’s 
too dark to make out the contrasts. He just wants to sleep. 


His heart beats in his chest, pumping blood through his body until he wonders if that’s 
normal. There’s a name for that, isn’t there? A name for when you feel your heartbeat. A 
word for it, more like. It doesn’t have a name. Like, Fred. Or George. Or Bill. Or something 
else. 


You’re not funny. 
Shut up. 


Dad is staring at him, obviously waiting for him to say something, but Kyle hasn’t been 
listening in the slightest. Kyle opens his mouth and says the first thing that comes to mind, 
without thinking. 


“Do you understand what it’s like?” Kyle asks. He doesn’t snap; he doesn’t have the energy 
to. He just says it, blatantly, bluntly. And he continues: “I have been here every day taking 


care of Ike because you’ve been too emotionally immature to handle raising two teenagers on 
your own. 


“And I get it, alright? This shit is hard, Ma’s dying for the love of all that’s holy, and I know 
it’s not all sunshine and rainbows but you know how I know that? Because I’m living it, too!” 


Kyle gains a fire in his voice. He can’t help it. As he wakes up more, he feels the anger grow. 


“I’m losing my mom! You’re losing your wife and Ike and I are losing a parent, and when 
you distance yourself like you have been, doing whatever the fuck you’ve been doing off in 
the sidelines, it’s like we’re losing you, too! It’s like we’re orphans, or almost orphans and 
we’re just practicing for the real thing at this point because I genuinely don’t think I can 
FUCKING TRUST YOU TO STAY WHEN SHE’S GONE!” 


Kyle’s face feels hot. He’s pretty sure his cheeks are flushed red, and he isn’t sure if that’s 
because of how many emotions he’s dealing with or something else. Whatever it is, he 
doesn’t care. He can’t. Not when he’s looking at his own father, who suddenly looks a lot 
older than Kyle ever remembered him. Not when he’s letting loose all of these unvoiced 
thoughts and fears as this man who helped raise him stands, speechless with his own anger. 


“You’re not our father anymore!” Kyle snaps. “You stopped being a father when you refused 
to come home when Ike was sick! You stopped being a father when you walked out of the 
fucking hospital the night I was admitted! You stopped being a fucking father the week after 
Ma got sick and you started neglecting us! 


“Where the hell were you?” Kyle cries, accusing and borderline hysterical. “Where the hell 
were you?” 


“Don’t do that!” Dad shouts. His voice booms in the house, empty without the infectious 
personality of Sheila. His face, too, has become red. Kyle doesn’t know what emotions are 
running through his father, but they appear trapped, caught up, probably because Dad has no 
idea how to talk about his issues. Would it even be okay to talk about it? Is Kyle really 
supposed to be there as emotional support? Kyle doesn’t know what role any of them are 
supposed to play for each other anymore. “That night you were brought to the hospital, I was 
there! You were sleeping for most of it, but I was there, you do not get to say I wasn’t!” 


“T do!” Kyle says. “I do get to, you know why? Because you left and you didn’t fucking 
come back! Story of my fucking life at this point, right? When are you going to leave for 
cigarettes and never come back, huh? When are you? Because I’m almost a hundred percent 
sure we'd be better without you, at this point!” 


“I am working hard,” Dad says, nostrils flaring. He points at the floor, probably meaning as a 
gesture for the house as a whole with what he says next. “I am working hard to keep a roof 
over our heads and save up enough for whatever medical bills are coming our way, do you 
understand that, Kyle?” 


“Ts that where you were, then?” Kyle asks. “Working? When you left the hospital, is that 
where you went? To work?” 


Dad shouts, “7 was praying!” 

And Kyle shouts back, ““We don’t need prayers, God isn’t going to raise us!” 
And the house, from then, is silent. 

Kyle feels caught. 


The next time someone speaks, it’s Dad, and he’s frighteningly monotone: “Whatever, do 
what you want.” 


Dad walks angrily past Kyle, making his way up the steps. “Oh, so you’re leaving again?” 
Kyle says, just to get a reaction. He gets none. 


Whatever. 
Whatever, whatever, whatever. 
Kyle goes about his own business. 


At first, he doesn’t know what to do, or how to resume his own bullshit. It’s hard to get back 
into the swing of things when he feels so out of the loop, but he manages nonetheless. It takes 
him a moment, but he manages to find his kit amongst the pile of jackets next to the front 
door. Ma would be pissed if she knew that was there. Without thinking, Kyle picks them up 
and puts them away. 


He heads into the kitchen and checks his blood sugar. To the surprise of everyone involved 
(which, assuredly, is only Kyle himself), it’s at a very normal 110. In fact, it’s a little higher 
than he’s been used to recently. He’s been finding double-digit numbers most of the time he 
checks, which is probably not a fantastic thing since his usual range is somewhere around 
110. He blames it on the stress and thinks very little of it. 


He feels guilty for earlier. 
He shouldn’t have talked to his dad like that. It was immature. He’s childish. He’s... 


Kyle opens the fridge and tries to find something he can eat. He doesn’t want to eat. He’s not 
hungry. His blood sugar is normal. But here he is, unable to fucking control himself. He 
doesn’t even know why food sounds so good to him right now. He genuinely doesn’t. He 
wishes he understood it. He wishes he could figure it out, but he can’t. So he has to settle for 
doing it. Indulging, though he’s sure it’s unhealthy. 


Kyle should just shut the fridge and go up to get rid of the omelet he had this morning, but he 
doesn’t. Because Stan made that omelet, and Kyle doesn’t want to waste that. Maybe that’s 
why Kyle wants to eat. Fill himself with something else so it’s not just the omelet he’s getting 
rid of. So he can blame himself rather than the only food he’s eaten in recent memory. 


Kyle thinks. 


[ “Why weren t you eating? ” Stan asked. “Before? ” 


The two of them sat at the kitchen table, across from one another, each with an omelet plated 
before them. Kyle tried to pick as slowly as possible at his own omelet, trying his damnedest 
to keep from eating too much. Almost naturally, Kyle stilled. He swallowed the small amount 
of food in his mouth, and paused to sip some of the water. Fill his stomach. Full of water 
rather than food, that’s the best way to... 


Even as he busied himself with little actions, he couldnt help but think. He didn t want to 
open up. He’d already tried with Kenny. Ike knew, too, didn t he? Of course he did. Kyle cant 
share too much. Kenny just thought he was starving himself. No one knew everything. Kyle 
wanted it to stay that way. He set the cup down, and fidgeted with the end of the fork, running 
his fingers over the prongs. “I was really overwhelmed,” he finally began, studying the table 
intently. “And...” 


Kyle's gaze flicked up at Stan, wondering just how much he should tell. Stan nodded for him 
to continue, though remained silent. Kyle made a decision to do the opposite of embellishing. 
He’ll tell the truth, but make it tamer. Say the feelings, not what he really truly did. Is that 
what a white lie is? 


“I forgot, ” Kyle lied. He was back to staring at the table. “To eat, I... it wasn t that big of a 
deal, at first? But then it got... dangerous. ” 


Stan remained quiet for a minute. “How do you mean?” 


“I just—” Kyle rubbed the side of his neck, overly aware of how horrible it felt to fib like he 
was. “The next day, when I woke up after not eating, I mean... I felt like shit, but at the same 
time, I was...” 


Kyle squeezed his eyes shut for a second. He recalled that first time, outside, behind that 
strip-mall area. Sticking his fingers down his throat, vomiting at the base of that tree. He’d 
been so relieved afterward. He’d been... 


“Really... weirdly proud of it, ” Kyle admitted, quiet. Remembering where he was, Kyle 
added, “Having controlled what I ate, I mean, I was proud of myself for not giving into 
something— it was, like, weirdly empowering.” 


But Kyle didn t really feel that way, anymore. He didn t feel liberated when he did it, 
anymore. It became less of something he did because he wanted to, and more of something he 
did because he needed to in order to feel some semblance of normalcy. 


“Tt was scary,” Kyle whispered. “Really, really scary, like— because, I could see myself in 
the future for a second, and I loved the way it felt, to know I could control the outcome of 
something so physical with just mental strength, and I wanted to keep not eating even though 
it could literally kill me, and then...” 


Silence. Kyle picked up the fork and poked at the omelet. Kyle forced himself to chuckle. 
“Well, you saw what happened, ” he finished. 


Kyle lied. ] 


Kyle changes his mind. He shoves the fridge door shut and runs upstairs, beelining to the 
bathroom. 


He’s not gonna do it. He’s just going to shower. 
Fresh and new. Clean slate. No issues. 


Kyle locks the door behind himself and strips off his clothing. He removes the bandage, only 
slightly afraid of what he’ll see underneath it. Fortunately, it’s not bleeding nearly as much as 
it was yesterday. He already checked it this morning— he’d rinsed off in the shower as an 
excuse and cleaned up his arm— so he isn’t really sure why he’s scared, but it’s just... he 
doesn’t want any surprises. He’s dealing with it. It’s still spotting a bit, but he’s dealing with 
it. On his own, he’s dealing with it, he can handle it. He gently cleans around the cuts and 
steps into the shower to scrub the urges out of his skin. 


By the time Kyle is done showering, the water has run freezing cold. Even so, he stays under 
the stream. It’s basically torturous, but it’s nice all the same. Comfortably unpleasant. He 
shelters the cuts on his arm by pressing it against his chest, protecting it from the spray of 
water pelting his back. He looks down, trying not to pay too close attention to most of his 
body. He tries to pinpoint the areas of hurt on his hips. 


He brushes his free hand over the expanse of his right hip, finding that the pain radiates from 
where his hipbone is. He can feel it with ease under his skin. That brings him comfort. He 
digs the heel of his palm into his hipbone, feeling the way it doesn’t give like the rest of his 
flesh. He loves that. He really does, he loves it a lot. 


Kyle didn’t fall asleep with the bruising feeling on his hips, but he woke up with it. That’s 
what it feels like, too— bruises. He doesn’t see any bruising, but it feels like he’s bruised. 
Stan’s bed is harder than Kyle’s is. Maybe that has something to do with it? Was Kyle’s skin 
really pressed so harsh between his hip and the mattress that he bruised himself? 


Just by sleeping? 
No. That’s ridiculous. 


Kyle turns off the water, steps out of the shower, and dries himself off. He cleans around the 
wound once more before bandaging back up. He wraps himself in the towel and heads to his 
bedroom, tossing his dirty clothes in the hamper on his way. He dresses quickly and tosses 
the towel into the hamper, as well. 


He’s tired. He wants to crawl into bed and sleep, but there’s one last thing he wants to do 
before doing that. 


Kyle exits his bedroom and makes his way down the hall to Ike’s, knocking softly and 
waiting for a response. When he gets none, he slowly opens the door anyway. Ike lay in bed, 
curled on his side. He’s half-wrapped in blankets with the fan blowing directly on him again. 
He doesn’t look like he feels well, and Kyle doesn’t blame him. Kyle takes a single step into 
the room, resting one hand on the door frame while keeping his other on the knob. 


“Are you awake?” Kyle asks. Ike grunts, lifting his head a little. Less than a second later, he 
lays his head back down, pressing a hand over his eyes. Kyle makes his way over, soft and as 
silent as possible, in case Ike has a headache. He sits down at Ike’s bedside, gently moving 
the blanket out of the way. “How are you doing?” 


Ike doesn’t move for a while. He just sits there, in the silence. It worries Kyle, and he gently 
brushes some of Ike’s hair back. Ike makes a soft noise under his breath, similar to the grunt, 
but also a little different. “Not good,” Ike mumbles. 


“You wore yourself out,” Kyle says. Ike says nothing. Softly, Kyle asks, “What’s going on?” 
“Dizzy,” Ike whispers. Kyle finds that slightly alarming. Ike sniffs, mumbling, “’N stuff.” 
“Do you want me to get Dad?” Kyle asks. 


“No,” Ike says. He drops his hand from its perch across his eyes, rolling onto his back. Kyle 
presses a hand to Ike’s forehead. Sure enough, he’s met with a fever high enough to be 
noticeably detectable without a thermometer. When Kyle pulls his hand away, Ike mumbles, 
“Tt’s just the flu.” 


“This isn’t just the flu, Ike,” Kyle says. 
“It is.” 
“It’s not.” Kyle stands up. “I’m going to go get Dad, okay? You’re not supposed to be dizzy.” 


“T can be dizzy if I wanna be dizzy,” Ike mumbles, and it’d be funny if he didn’t sound so out 
of it. 


“This isn’t a joke,” Kyle says. “Do you still have that cough?” 


“Doesn’t matter,” Ike says. He rolls onto his other side, turning his back to Kyle. “Dad came 
in earlier, said he got me a doctor appointment for tomorrow.” 


Kyle is silent. Ike doesn’t do anything for a solid minute. Even with the nothingness going 
on, there is still tension in the air like Ike is working up the courage to add something to the 
conversation. 


“T getta skip school tomorrow,” Ike finally mumbles. Kyle can’t help but frown. 
“There’s no school tomorrow,” Kyle says, but Ike has already fallen asleep. 


With a nervous tension in his chest, Kyle steps back out into the hallway, leaving Ike’s door 
open in case anything happens. 


The house is quiet. It’s still very bright outside, what with it being only three in the evening, 
and Kyle doesn’t know what he wants to do with his time. He knows what he should do— 
homework. He’s falling behind. He hasn’t checked his grades, but he knows for a fact he is 
falling behind because he doesn’t remember the last time he actually turned something in. 


But he doesn’t want to do homework. He wants to weigh himself again. He wants to eat or 
drink something just to throw it back up, he wants to do so many push-ups he forgets how to 
move, he wants to curl up in his bed and sleep. 


He’s not tired, he’s just tired— which, he assures himself, is perfectly fine. 


Kyle makes a quick trip down the hall, looking at the door to his parents’ room. He 
contemplates going in and apologizing, because he has a feeling that might be where Dad is, 
but he gets no answer when he knocks. Against better judgment, Kyle puts his hand on the 
door handle and slowly opens it, peeking into the room. The lights are off, the bed is 
undisturbed, and no one is in there. That perplexes Kyle; he distinctly remembers Dad 
coming upstairs for something. If he’s not there... 


Suddenly panicked, Kyle closes the door to the master bedroom and walks with quick strides 
to his own bedroom. He looks inside. There’s no one in there, either. 


Dad must be downstairs, then, right? He has to be, he—... 


Kyle walks too quickly down the hallway and heads down the steps, taking them almost two 

at a time. He looks at the door, and finds himself utterly relieved when his father’s shoes and 

jacket are still right where they were left hours prior. He must be in the office. He’s probably 

working from home, right? Did Kyle actually manage to yell some sense into him? Does Dad 
feel guilt? 


He should. 

If he doesn’t, he should. 

He left. 

He kept leaving, kept leaving. 
You asked him to stop. 

Did I, though? 

I can t remember. 

Of course you did. 


Kyle furrows his brows and makes his way back upstairs, locking himself in his room and 
crawling under the covers of his bed. Immediately, his arm knocks something sharp. He 
exhales in a harsh wheeze, throwing himself out of bed based entirely on pure instinct. 


For a very long time, Kyle does nothing other than stand with his back pressed up against his 
door, staring at his bed like it had bitten him. 


He loses himself in thoughts. Intrusive, they make themselves known, until those thoughts 
are the only ones he has. Until they are the only things that exist within his head. He knows 
he’s in his bedroom, he knows he’s safe, he knows— and it’s not about that. It’s not about 


him fearing for his safety, it’s not about him wondering what’s around the corner, it’s not 
about him re-experiencing anything. Not really, at least. It’s just him, with these thoughts in 
his head. 


Remembering things. 


And it’s not... easy, to stand there, with the thoughts endlessly swirling in his brain— the 
same thoughts, the same exact thoughts over and over. It’s not easy, because it makes him 
feel sick to his stomach. 


It’s hard to explain. 
But he’s kind of... stuck. 
Think of something else. 
Anything else. 
Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 
Think about chemistry. 
Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 
Think about Clyde. 
Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 
Think about the hospital. 
Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 
Think about Mom. 
Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 
For fucks sake, think about food. 
Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 
I trusted you. 
Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 


Kyle lifts his hands, hooking his fingers into his hair and squeezing. He’s tempted to pull, but 
he doesn’t. 


I trusted you to keep me safe. 


I never said I’d do that. 


Yes you did, you told me... 

Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 
You’re helping, you said. 

When? When did I say that? 

Just a little more. 

Just one more time. 

You know what Pll do? 

Think about vomiting. 

You know what’s reliable? 
Vomiting. 

It’s always there, it’s always there. 
Always? 

When I’m not, it’s there. 


I don t want you anymore. 


Kyle removes his hands from his hair. He steps forward and yanks the blanket off of his bed, 
staring at the surface of his sheet-covered mattress, trying to see the thing that tried to cut 
him. He can’t see anything. He can’t see anything at all, but he felt it— he definitely felt it. 
Kyle pushes his palm over a spot on the mattress. Right there. He felt it. 


Do you think he can hear us? 
Stop being stupid. 

Weirder things have happened. 
The Bible, the Bible, the Bible. 
The Bible? 

Stop copying me, copycat. 
Copycat. 


Copycat copycat copycat. 


“Copycat,” Kyle mumbles. That’s what he felt. A fucking copycat blade, or something. A 
figment of his imagination that copied something he’d really felt. His arm throbs, but at this 


point, he doesn’t know if it’s from remembrance or something else. Maybe he fucked up. 
Maybe he’s going to die. He doesn’t want to die. 


Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 
Stop. 
Kyle grabs his blanket from the floor and ruffles through it, picking it up and turning it, 
opening it and shaking it, trying to find the thing that poked him. Because, seriously, there’s 
no way he didn t actually feel that. It scratched him. He doesn’t have to look at his arm to 
know it scratched him, at the least. 
Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 
Stop! 
It hurts, please, stop it. 
Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 
Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 
Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 
Kyle’s never going to stop feeling it. He’s never going to stop. It’s never going to stop. It'll 
always be there. Always. He’ll never feel normal again, will he? And if he can’t feel normal 
ever again, is anything really worth it? Is it? 
Stop talking to me. 
127 127 127 
Stop talking to me I said stop it 
Useless worthless stupid stupid stupid 
Rip rip riiip 
Shpil zhe mir a lidele in yiddishe 
Stop I cant take it 
Can’t clean can’t get it 
I cant? 
You can’t 


You can’t but 


But someone else maybe someone— 


Walk walk walk. 


Kyle drops the blanket onto the floor and unlocks his bedroom door, pushing out into the 
hallway and making his way downstairs. He beelines it towards the office and doesn’t knock 
before entering, his brain buzzing with the urge to cry. His dad is sitting at the desk, shuffling 
through papers with a document open on the desktop computer. At the noise, Dad looks up 
from his work and glances behind him, to where the door is. 


To where Kyle stands. 
Dad opens his mouth to speak. Kyle intrudes before he gets the chance to utter a syllable. 


“There’s something in my bed,” Kyle says. His father furrows his brows just the slightest, a 
mild twitch downward. Confusion? Skepticism? 


“There’s something in your bed?” Dad asks. Skepticism. 


“There’s something in—” Kyle inhales, running his fingers through his still-damp hair. “I just 
said there’s something in my bed, I need help getting it out!” 


“Okay, no need to get snippy, Kyle,” Dad says, almost snappish. He pushes himself up from 
the desk and makes his way to the door. Kyle backs up at the numbing realization that he’s 
coming closer, and practically flees; he darts down the hallway and returns up the steps, 
hardly listening to the sound of his father’s footsteps trailing after him. Kyle enters his 
bedroom, staring at the blanket bundled on the floor. Dad enters soon after. 


Liar liar liar LIAR LIAR LIAR LIAr liar liar 
“T’m not lying,” Kyle says. 


“Okay,” replies his father, though Kyle can tell that Dad would rather like to be anywhere 
else, doing just about anything else. Dad isn’t doing anything, he’s just standing there. 
Finally, with a sigh, Dad says, “There’s nothing in your bed, Kyle.” 


“Yes, there is,” Kyle says. 
“There isn’t,” says Dad. 
“There is!” 

“Then where is it?” 


Kyle looks back at his bed. He stares at the bare, sheet-covered mattress. He looks at his 
blanket, strewn across the floor at his feet. At the absolutely, positively nothing. 


Terrified, Kyle realizes he can’t answer that. 
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Manipulate 


Chapter Summary 


Eric slips his hand off of Kyle’s mouth and trails it down to instead clamp over Kyle’s 
throat. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place during SYSBFK Chapter 37: White Flag 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Trapped. 


When Kyle tries to leave his house for school at the start of Monday morning, he can only 
recognize that fact. It’s no small feat, either— if he had the ability to push it away 
whatsoever, he would definitely do so, but he can’t. Ike is resting on the couch, having had 
little more than enough energy to nap around the house like a cat recently, and Kyle is 
peeking through the curtains of the living room window, watching as Eric Cartman lingers 
just at the top of the Broflovski family’s driveway. 


And Kyle wants to scream. 


So, he steels himself, pushes his way out his front door with his backpack and jacket situated 
firmly, and locks the door behind himself. His gaze never leaves the sturdy form of Eric, not 
even to right himself as he fumbles messily with his keys. He has locked the door enough 
times to be able to do it without looking. Even if he wanted to look away, he wouldn’t be able 
to; Eric being so close, after their last interaction being so... horrific, Kyle cannot and will 
not open himself up to any more risks, nor will he open his brother up for any risks. He’s 
sick, for goodness’ sake, and Kyle knows that Eric doesn’t have enough of a moral code to 
leave the sick alone. 


He might even be the fucking cause of it all. 


Kyle shoves his hands into his jacket pockets, looping a finger through his keyring so he has 
easy, immediate access to a (relatively sharp) weapon, if need be. 


Hell, he might use it even if the need doesn t arise. 


Slowly, he steps down his porch stairs, gaze narrowed in on Eric’s relaxed, arms-crossed 
posture. His face doesn’t read anything special; Eric more or less just looks frustrated, like 
Kyle had forced him to wait here so they could walk together, or something. Like the old 
days, when they were more buddy-buddy, though looking back on it, Kyle can’t ever really 
imagine himself being friends with this git. 


Then again, hindsight is twenty-twenty. 


“What do you want?” Kyle asks sharply. Eric doesn’t react to the tone; he hardly reacts at all. 
He just stares, this little snarl on his mouth, curling his lips. 


“Do you think I’m a joke?” Eric snaps. Kyle stares. 
“What?” 
“T said,” Eric replies, “Do you think I’m a joke?” 


“T think you’re a moron,” Kyle answers bluntly. Eric stiffens, uncrossing his arms and 
twisting his jaw in contempt. A light from the sun bounces in the irises of his brown eyes, 
glinting with the movement of his pupil as he studies Kyle. All Kyle can do is allow it— to 
drink it in, to breathe through the discomfort of being stared at so intently. Even with the 
obvious discomfort, though, Kyle is not afraid. There is no fear inside of him. Instead, there 
is anger. Pure, burning, hatred-smoked anger, crackling deep in the pools of his body and 
agitating his joints. 


There’s a noise: that of a door opening, coming from behind him. Kyle spins on his heel to 
look for Ike, who he is certain has come outside to figure out what they’re talking about, but 
instead he sees the door still very much locked. His gaze travels down to the deep brown of 
Stan’s house, and sure enough, there he is, stepping down his porch and— 


Kyle’s entire body jerks backward. He’s so startled that he can’t process the reason until he’s 
actively being yanked away, heels scraping against the cracked cement of his driveway. After 
the initial shock, he starts to struggle against Eric’s hold. He twists, opening his mouth to 
scream only to meet a damp, fleshy palm clamping over it. His keys fall out of his pocket, 
hand distracted elsewhere, trying to grab the corner of his house as he’s pulled around to the 
side of it. His backpack, straps hooked over both shoulders, only adds to the weight offsetting 
his balance. 


He watches as his vision is taken up by the green siding of his house, uncomfortably pressed 
for just a few seconds before Eric turns his head, keeping his mouth covered. Kyle stares at 
the contours of the street. He sees trees and the neighbor across the way. He wonders if Stan 
saw Kyle being tugged around to the side— he can only hope. He doesn’t know what Eric is 
planning on doing— he doesn’t know if Eric is technically planning anything, at this point— 
but between his mind’s blinding urge to beat the ever-loving crap out of his attacker and the 
fear which freezes him into docility, Kyle knows he’ll likely not be able to escape it. 


That doesn’t stop him from trying. 


Kyle thrashes. He doesn’t care that he slams his forehead into the side of his house, he 
doesn’t care that he has to press closer to Eric before he can get further away— he doesn’t 
care, until he realizes he’s not going anywhere. 


“I know what you did,” Eric says, voice a low growl in Kyle’s left ear. The blood rushes to 
Kyle’s forehead, and he’s beginning to grow dizzy from the earlier impact. He blinks himself 
awake, breathing thickly into the plastic siding. He ignores the way Eric presses his entire 
body against him. He ignores the way his backpack’s contents dig into his spine. He ignores 
it, so he doesn’t have to remember it later. He ignores it, he ignores it, he ignores it— though 
it is quite possible the correct way to describe it is he hardly realizes it. Eric’s other arm, 
snaked around the slimmest part of Kyle’s waist, tightens. “Don’t you dare think I don’t 
know, because I do, Kyle— and you know what else I do? I do love being friends with 
Kenny.” 


Kyle doesn’t have the energy to tense up. His muscles ache to be released from the confined 
space, and his eyes will to close. He doesn’t remember being sleepy earlier, but now he 
definitely is. That concerns him. Did he really hit his head that hard? 


Did... 
Did Eric say Kenny? 


“He’s so easy to manipulate, you know that?” Eric mumbles. “Kenny will do aaanything for 
you if you beg enough, he just can’t stand risking his friends getting hurt, and that makes my 
job so... much... easier.” 


Kyle swallows back a thick wave of nausea. Eric slips his hand off of Kyle’s mouth and trails 
it down to instead clamp over Kyle’s throat. 


“And you have no idea,” Eric whispers, breath hot and wet at the nape of Kyle’s neck. He 
inhales, loud and shaky. An unstable laugh rolls off Eric’s tongue. “You have no idea how 
much he has helped with, how much information he’s given me, and how much product he 
has supplied me with— he has so many connections, you know that? He has 
connectionsss...” 


Kyle has an assignment due in English. He completely forgot to do it. He’s going to have to 
stay after tonight and do it, isn’t he? There’s no way he can write an entire paper in the forty- 
eight minute class time he has... though he might be able to work on it in the off-time for 
other classes. Eric’s grip on Kyle’s throat tightens. Kyle coughs a pathetic, choking-gasp 
noise, digging his nails into the side of his house. An essay on the symbolic meaning behind 
three visual and linguistic storytelling devices in Shakespeare’s work. He has to finish that. 


“I saw you,” Eric says. “Coming back from the hospital on Friday, you fell on the sidewalk, 
and you ran into Stan’s arms, ran riiight into them, didn’t you?” 


Kyle can’t breathe. He opens his mouth, but he doesn’t manage to gulp down the air he 
needs. He reaches behind himself with renewed energy. He grabs a fistful of Eric’s hair and 
pulls as hard as he can. 


“Ow— motherfucker,” Eric growls. He pulls his hand away from Kyle’s neck, instead 
grabbing onto Kyle’s shoulder, pushing him more tightly against the house. Kyle loses his 
breath. “Disobeying piece of— God, you just can’t do anything right, can you?” 


You just can’t do anything right. 


“You're useless, and I’m getting sick and tired of it,” Eric snaps. “I’m gonna end this soon, 
oh, I’m gonna end it...” 


End it. 


“But not yet!” Eric hisses. “Nope, not yet, I’m almost done, and almost is not right now... 
but maybe tonight?” 


Laughter. Chuckling, almost hysterical, laughter. 


“I have a task for you, and maybe you can obey it this time,” Eric says. “You can’t look at 
Stan today, Kyle, no eye contact, no forlorn, lovesick glances from across the hallway or 
lunchroom, no no no, none of that, because you’re mine, you hear me? Mine, mine, 
miiine...” 


Kyle’s neck hurts. It’s stiff at the base of his skull, and it hurts. He wants to crawl into bed 
and sleep. It snakes up to the top of his head. And his arm cramps up. It flares, the muscle, it 
highlights the tears in easing throbs that soon take up the entirety of his arm. It fills his elbow 
with inflammation and shoots up through his bicep, into his shoulder and up his spine to 
nestle in his neck and throb in his head. It’s a circle, so dizzying. 


“In fact, you’re coming with me to school today,” Eric says. “Just so you can’t sneak off to 
your precious Romeo... how’s that sound, Jewliet?” 


Pain. It hurts. Throbbing, throbbing, throbbing, he can’t see straight, make it stop. Everything 
is too sharp. It all glares, daggers in his vision that highlights the thought of blades which tear 
into his arm. He thinks of blood and the thought of it circulating in his system sickens him. 
His arm feels like it’s been crushed under a rock, slammed into jagged pieces. It shoots up 
again, circling back to his head. 


Eric lets go. Kyle doesn’t have the correct purchase to stay upright. He falls to his knees, 
which is pathetic, but he hardly has the conscious thought to care. 


Sleep he needs sleep. It’s too hot. It’s winter, and it’s too hot. His brain is on fire. His arm is, 
too, everything... his neck hurts. 


Why does his neck hurt? Why does... 


Kyle forces himself up onto his feet, supporting himself with the aid of the siding. He doesn’t 
know how he’s going to make it through the day. He doesn’t know how he’s going to do 
anything at all, today— with the ache in his arm, stabbing a pathway up to his head, it feels 
impossible. 


He swears, it hurts worse now than it did when Eric was actually cutting into him. 


Kyle would really like it to end. The heat, the pain, the knowledge that he is trapped. 


He hasn’t been able to sleep. Nothing soothes him enough when he gets the chance to rest. So 
he’s dead tired through mornings and wide-awake and anxious at night. 


It hurts. 


Eric grabs Kyle by the back of the neck, walks him around to the front of the house. Kyle 
ignores the light and he ignores the sensation. He bends down to retrieve his keys when he 
passes the spot he dropped them earlier, pushing them into his pocket and keeping a finger 
hooked through the keyring. 


Like earlier. 
Except maybe he’ll be successful this time. 
Not that he has the energy to even try fighting. 


Kyle winces when Eric’s grasp on the back of Kyle’s neck goes taught. He swallows thickly, 
saliva catching in his throat like the texture of his insides is that of sandpaper. He tightens his 
grasp on his backpack, straps still fastened tight to each shoulder. 


“T’m not scared of you,” Kyle blurts. Eric goes still. With the blinding gray-white of the late- 
winter sky glaring down on the two of them, Kyle finds the courage to— or, perhaps loses the 
commonsense to stop himself from beginning to— speak. Kyle licks the chap of his own 
bottom lip, ignoring the numbing burn and the mild taste of copper that comes with it. He 
turns his head, pushing Eric’s hand away from his neck. Eric slaps Kyle’s defensive hand 
aside— 


And then footsteps 


—before dropping his own to instead fidget with one of the woven plastic-fiber straps of 
Kyle’s backpack. Kyle almost chokes on the anatomy of his own throat as Kenny jogs up 
from behind them, cheeks mildly flushed from exertion and breath coming out in ragged 
pants, blossoming particles exhaling from his nose and mouth. 


“Yall, we’re gonna be late,” Kenny says. He hops from one foot to the other, never ceasing 
his movement, even when he looks on the verge of death’s doorstep. Kyle feels a strange 
mixture of contempt and worry; worry on Kenny’s recent conversational focuses and 
contempt for the idea that Kenny was the cause of any of this— that he’s in on it. 


“For what?” Kyle asks. Eric yanks on the strap of his backpack. Kyle fights the urge to 
completely collapse with the pull; instead, he steadies himself on his feet, widening his stance 
a bit so he’s more balanced. Kenny, quiet, pulls a bit of a weirded-out and confused 
expression. 


“For school,” Kenny answers, like that’s the most obvious thing in the entirety of the 
universe. And, honestly, it kind of is. Kyle opens his mouth to respond, but Eric beats him to 
it. 


“Bus still coming?” Eric asks. 
“Yeah,” Kenny says. “We gotta hurry, though, if we wanna nab the last empty group seats—” 


“Oh,” Eric says, like he’s realizing something. Kyle bristles at the tone. “Oh, Jeez, Kenny, 
I’m sorry, I completely forgot to tell you that Kyle and I were hoping to sit together in the 
back this morning.” 


Eric’s tone sounds the way it does when he’s being a manipulative, faux-sympathetic piece of 
psychopathic idiocy. Kyle assures himself that Kenny won’t fall for something so obviously 
fake— and when Kenny’s expression falls just the slightest, Kyle can’t help but wonder if he 
only knows Eric is being manipulative because he knows everything that’s going on. 


But if Kenny’s in on it— 


“Uh, what?” Kenny asks, brows furrowing in a mild form of disbelief. “You guys, like, hate 
each other, why would you want to—” 


“We just want to,” Eric interrupts. “C’mon, Kenny, it’s just one morning, you can go fuck off 
with your druggie friends for a bit, right?” 


Kyle’s eyes widen at the almost-threatening manner Eric said that in. Kenny doesn’t seem 
phased, however; in fact, his expression reads that this isn’t the first time he’s had to deal 
with this type of thing. 


Kyle looks at Kenny, begs silently for eye contact. After a moment of stiff, unbroken silence, 
Kenny finally glances to Kyle. 


If he’s in on it... 

He should— 

Know? 

Please please please 

Know 

Kyle shoots Kenny his best please help me get the fuck out of here look. 
Kenny looks back to Eric, asking, “Whuthufuck are y’all gon’ do back there?” 


And Eric snaps. His expression goes from completely calm and almost normal human to 
utterly pissed in a split second. “Jesus fucking Christ, you retarded son of a cun—” 


The air adjusts, and Eric is cut off by that. Kyle glances over his shoulder just in time to see 
the rapidly-approaching school bus. “Shit, the bus,” Kenny says. He turns to start walking, 
but Eric, still firmly latched onto Kyle’s backpack strap, shoves forward, pushing Kenny out 
of the way. Kyle’s heart stops in his chest as Kenny tumbles backwards, too close to the edge 
of the sidewalk for comfort— but he can’t pull away or look back to make sure Kenny is 


okay. He can’t even think to do so. He’s just left, stumbling in Eric’s wake as they rush 
towards the bus stop they should have been at minutes ago. 


The stop Stan is probably waiting at. 


And the bus rolls past them, to that very stop, the one in the distance. It squeals to a halt. 
Kyle wants to run to catch up but he can’t, his legs are weak and his head won’t stop the 
static-filled throbbing. He just sees Stan step onto the bus— 


Stan— 


The doors close. Panic floods Kyle as he’s torn between a million different thoughts. Kenny 
and Stan and Eric and the Game, his mother and Ike and his father leaving— 


Eric drags Kyle along. Faster still, up the sidewalk until the driver sees them in the rear-view 
and comes to a stop. Kyle’s lungs are sore from even that much work. He wonders if he needs 
to work out more. 


It’s so warm. 


Eric lets go of Kyle’s backpack and climbs up the three small steps in the doorway of the bus. 
Kyle follows, unsure of his surroundings. He ducks his head, making sure he doesn’t 
accidentally catch Stan’s eyes before Eric situates them at the back. As he’d said, sitting in 
the back. They’re going to be sitting, alone, in the back. 


Eric collapses into the back-most seat. Without question, Kyle sits down next to him. 
A minute later, the bus starts to move again. 

In experiment, Kyle looks up. 

And to his— 

To his left is Kenny. 

He’s okay, sitting in the bus seat directly across the aisle from Kyle and Eric. 

They both share a look. 


Kenny gives Kyle a nod. 
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Intermission VI 


Chapter Summary 


How fucking dare— 


—the sky be clear... 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“What did you say to Butters?” 


Like always, Wendy is straight to the point. Her hands grip the hospital blanket draped over 
Stan’s body. The machines beep rhythmically. They’re quiet. A whirring sounds, still. Stan’s 
chest rises and falls with the input from the machines. The window is closed, he doesn’t think 
it can open. Even if it could, he’d never want it open. It’s cold. Stan would get cold. 


Stan deserves better than that. Stan deserves better than laying in a bed, cold, unable to move 
or speak or hint at the fact that he’s uncomfortable. 


Wendy stands up from the chair beside Stan’s bed. Her clenched fingers leave the blanket. It 
wrinkles from where she gripped it. A pale, colorless blanket. 


“Answer me, Kyle,” she says. Her tone is sharp; her throat sounds constricted. She’s angry. 
“What did you say to Butters?” 


“What do you mean?” Kyle asks. He steps forward, ignoring the tension in Wendy’s body 
language. She wants him to keep his distance. She wants him to go away. She wants him to 
leave, and never come back. Funnily enough, Kyle doesn’t blame her. 


“What do I mean?” she hisses, a rhetorical question if there ever was one. “He’s quiet, Kyle 
— hear that? He’s quiet, more than that, Butters is being standoffish and that is so unlike him 
I can’t even describe—” 


A sound. She makes it, a sound. Deep in her throat, it sticks like sandpaper. It drags the walls. 
It makes him feel ill. Her face gets red. Her eyes get sharp. Then, they drop. They fill with 
water until they look like puddles and even past that. Rain clouds. Kyle looks outside, at the 
clear sky, at the sunshine dipping. 


How dare. 


How fucking dare— 


“He’s turning into how Craig was!” Wendy shouts. 


—the sky be clear... “Was?” Kyle asks. His stomach becomes icy. The eye contact he’d been 
avoiding seems asinine; he lifts his eyes and meets her own. 


“He was arrested, you idiot,” Wendy says. “He was arrested on Friday.” 


Should Kyle have known? Certainly, he should have, right? With the fact that he’d nearly 
choked Craig half to death, and the strange interaction he’d had the very Friday Craig had 
been arrested, Kyle should have known. Somehow. They live in the same neighborhood, for 
goodness’ sake. Kenny and Craig are acquaintances, if not friends. “I didn’t—” 


“I know,” Wendy says. “I know you didn’t know, because you’re so selfish you can’t even 
look outside of yourself, for God’s sakes, Kyle.” 


“_—” 


“Where were you?” asks Wendy. Kyle watches her lose her vigor; he watches her shoulders 
slump and her posture slouch. He watches her withdraw. He watches her hug herself. Her 
tone is dark, hostile, and when she looks back up at him, those eyes are shadowed. “When 
Stan was overdosing, where were you?” 


Where was I? 
At the basketball court. 


The guilt resumes. It eats him. The flesh on his bones, the skin over him, it’s going to 
disappear. He grabs his own wrist and claws at it, feels the burn of his nails, ignores the fact 
that his bones prod into his palm. “Where were you?” he returns. Heat explodes in his chest. 
“Where the fuck were you?” 


“How was I supposed to know his apology was a goodbye?” she snaps. “How was I supposed 
to know he wasn’t talking about me? When I said ‘I’m gonna miss you’ and he said ‘Me 
too’— how was I supposed to know he was talking about himself?” 


“How was I supposed to know he meant it when he said goodbye?” Kyle snaps back, but 
right when he says it, it hits him like a train. 


How did he not realize? 
Stan deserves better than to say goodbye to everyone without anyone noticing. 


And Stan deserves better than to feel so alone that suicide is his only option. And Stan 
deserves better than addiction. And Stan deserves better than what he got. 


“Oh, God,” Kyle says, his voice raspy and cracking and thick. His cheeks burn, and his eyes 
follow suit. “Oh, God, what did we do?” 


“Nothing!” Wendy says, shaky. She lifts a hand in gesture behind herself. A reference. To the 
past. To the things that will never change. “We did nothing, Kyle, that’s the point! We did 


nothing, and that killed him!” 
Her expression tenses and falls in on itself as she sobs. 


“That killed him, it killed him, it killed the man I love,” she whispers. She cards her unsteady, 
wiry fingers through the hair that appears almost out of place upon her head. Her tears fall 
down her cheeks and leak from her chin. Kyle watches them drift towards the floor. 


“Wendy, we don’t know if he’s dead,” Kyle says. 


“We do!” Wendy snaps, face turning a bright, angry red. She breathes in through shaky lungs, 
like her trachea is trying to close before giving her body oxygen. She lets out a single, nerve- 
shaking wail. “He overdosed, Kyle! He’s been in a coma for a fucking week and he’s hardly 
twitched! If he wakes up, he won’t be okay! He won’t! He will be mentally handicapped, 
Kyle, he will be fucking mentally handicapped and I—” 


Wendy inhales, covering her mouth. 


“T don’t want to see him like that,” she says, voice muffled by her hand. “Does that make me 
a bad person? I don’t want to see my intelligent boyfriend be reduced to the mental age of a 
toddler, does that make me selfish? And that’s just if he wakes up. If, Kyle, if, because he 
probably won’t!” 


The room goes silent, save for the huffing machines and the sound of Wendy wheezing 
through half-baked, sobbing breaths. 


“He was so good,” Wendy whines, on the verge of hyperventilating. Her breath naturally 
hiccups between words. “He was so good, he was so good, he was so good...” 


She sits back down. She still cries; she still whimpers and sobs; she still breathes too heavily, 
too often for it to be comfortable; but she says nothing more. 


Cradling Stan’s right hand between both of her own, Wendy grieves wordlessly. 
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Deceptive Torture 


Chapter Summary 
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Something happens later that morning. 


As Kyle is listening to Mrs. G teach today’s English lesson, his thoughts start to swirl. He 
flicks through the opening pages of the book he has been given for the approaching early- 
semester project. He can’t really say what makes his head start to hyper-focus, because the 
thing he hyper-focuses on doesn’t really make sense. He just sees the contours of some words 
on the page, and the sound of Mrs. G talking suddenly becomes quite surreal. 


He remembers his bedroom, and he remembers turning around, and he remembers seeing 
Eric standing there in the poorly-lit room, shrouded by the dark. He remembers Eric’s eyes, 
looking at him. 


It all comes in snapshots. 


The book flips closed before his eyes, and that startles him enough to wake him from the 
daydreaming. He blinks, shaking his head gently in efforts to reorient himself. As he looks 
back up toward the front of the class, he realizes that Mrs. G has written a list of... 
something, on the white board. Kyle doesn’t know what the list is pertaining to, but he thinks 


he catches the words “theme statement”. She’s probably going over themes to look out for in 
the book. 


Even if it’s not that, Kyle should probably write it down. He flips open his notebook, 
glancing over his desk to find his pencil. It’s not there. That’s weird— he swears he took it 
out of his backpack, where the hell could it have gone? He looks around the floor, trying to 
see if it had fallen, but the carpet is free of any lingering... 


Anythings. 
No, stop it. 


Kyle shifts in his seat. His foot is starting to fall asleep, so he tries to find a way to keep 
himself from as much discomfort as possible. It’s fine for a moment, until the minor 
numbness spreads into the classic pins-and-needles. Does he really need to write down that 
list? Not that he has much choice, his pencil has disappeared. 


Bedroom... 


When did he start staring out the window? Kyle shakes his head again and forces himself to 
look up towards Mrs. G as she continues the lesson. Fuck— a lesson. He’s supposed to be 
paying attention, isn’t he? But he’s already lost too much information. He doesn’t know how 
long he was staring out the window, and he doesn’t know how long he was staring at the 
book earlier. He doesn’t know just how much he didn’t catch, and he doesn’t know if he’ll be 
able to keep up. 


Wait, wasn’t something due today? 
Bedroom, turn around, Eric, eyes... 


Kyle closes his eyes, tight, and presses the heels of his palms into them. He adjusts his 
position, resting his elbows on the surface of his desk and dropping his forehead into his 
hands. His foot isn’t asleep anymore and at this point he hardly remembers it being asleep. 


Bedroom turn around Eric eyes pinned down held blade. 
Kyle threads his fingers through his hair, digging his nails into his scalp. 
Bedroom turn 
Kyle’s heartbeat is speeding up 


around Eric eyes 


he can feel it in his chest, and his stomach is tight 
pinned down held 
like he’s out of breath, or like he’s been running for the past twenty minutes. 
Bedroom turn around eric eyes pinned down held blade bedroom 


Kyle makes the decision that keeping his eyes closed is worse. He lifts his head from his 
hands and opens his eyes. He doesn’t know what to look at, but fortunately enough for him, 
his eyes find a comfortable place to settle before he realizes what’s uncomfortable about 
every other place to look. 


Turn around eric eyes pinned 


He’s staring at the list on the white board. It’s written in red Expo marker, in Mrs. G’s kind- 
of-nice-ish-he-guesses handwriting. It’s messy. 


Down held blade blade blade 
Goodness, he just wants to stop thinking about it. 
Bedroom. Turn around. Eric. Eyes. Pinned down. Held. Blade. 


C’mon, think about something else. ESMC^2. 12,000 miniature horses. Mrs. G’s kind-of- 
nice-ish handwriting. 


Pinned down held blade 


He’s trying really hard to avert his attention and focus elsewhere, but he can’t. It’s 
impossible. He keeps thinking about it. Kyle is in a circle, an infinite loop of reminders that 
spark in his head but settle deep in his stomach, until he’s afraid he might puke. He takes 
steady, even breaths. He watches Mrs. G gesture with her hands about whatever it is she’s 
talking about. Themes or something. Deception is written on the board. 


Deception deception deception. 


Bedroom turn around Eric 


Eyes pinned down held 
I said no. 
Blade bedroom turn 
I said think about something else 


Around eric eyes pinned 


It’s torture, because he knows what’s coming. Staring into the darkened recesses of his 
bedroom, a hostile environment within his own head, he knows what’s going to happen. He 
doesn’t have the ability to change it, which makes it a million times worse. At least if it was 
actually happening, he could change what he did. Maybe, if it happened again, he could do it 
over— do it better, turn the tables, but he can’t. He’s a failure. He failed. It’s useless. What’s 
the point? 


Down 
He can’t stop thinking about it. 
Turn around held 
He knows it so well that it stops being discernible from itself. 
Bedroom eric blade eyes turn around blade pinned down 
He’s stuck. 
Eric eyes blade turn around held down blade pinned 


Inside of his own head, he is locked in a room with no door and it’s because of all of his 
shortcomings. It’s because he wasn’t smart enough, he wasn’t fast enough, he wasn’t good 
enough to escape his own bedroom. That’s it. Not enough, not enough, not 


Held blade eyes turn eric blade down around pinned 


[Kyle's back hits a sturdy form behind him 
turns to look 

they move 

shoving him into the lockers 

catch himself before his face hits the metal] 


Kyle’s shoulder hurts. 


[Kyle spins around 

Eric stares back at him 

shoves him back against the lockers for a second time 
Kyle is so shocked he just lets it happen] 


Kyle exhales. 


[back of his head hits 

suddenly too 

end it 

You think you can fuck with me? 

Don’t lie to me, Kyle, I know what you’re thinking! 
You think I’m a joke, don’t you? 

I’m gonna have fun with you 

gropes at Kyle s waist] 


Kyle feels numb. 


[Kyle draws the line 

slams his palms into Eric s chest 

hurt Eric 

lets go 

Kyle kicks Eric 

Kyle crouches and gathers his things] 


Anger. 
[ “Never touch me like that again. ”] 


The bell rings, and he leaps up out of his seat, practically knocking the chair onto its side in 
the process. His body shakes, skin beating along with his heart. The movement is extreme 
beyond reasonable thought, but that’s kind of the point, isn’t it? Kyle wasn’t thinking. Kyle 
isn t thinking— 


Wasn’t. 


Kyle stares out at the eyes of the class staring at him. Some kids don’t care, but others are 
looking straight at him, like he’s some kind of idiot. 


“Someone’s excited for lunch.” 


Kyle jerks his head up to look at Mrs. G, who still stands at the white board. Her mouth is 
thin, but quirked at the corners, amused. 


Some of the students chuckle at the statement. The rest of them begin shuffling through their 
things, packing up for next period. For some, it’s lunch, but for Kyle, it’s not. 


And logically, Kyle knows this. He doesn’t have lunch next period, and that could play into 
the joke, maybe— whatever does or doesn’t play in doesn’t matter, though, because Kyle 
knows it’s just a normal, everyday, light-hearted jest that doesn’t mean anything. 


Maybe she’s right, though. 


Kyle sits back down in his seat so he’s less obvious, even though most other students have 
already stood up and left. He shoves his things into his backpack, frustrated and flustered and 
more than a little upset. How dare she make a joke like that? Fucking bitch. How come 
someone always knows the exact way to piss him off? Is he just that unlucky? Is he doomed 
to be the laughing stock of the fucking universe? 


He zips up his backpack and stands up again, pulling his bag over his shoulder. He pushes his 
chair in and weaves his way through the now-empty classroom. 


“Kyle,” Mrs. G says as he passes her in front of the white board. He pauses, looking at her. 
She raises her brows. “You okay?” 


“Yeah, I’m fine,” Kyle snaps. If she wants to say anything else, he doesn’t stick around long 
enough to hear it. He storms out, shoving his way between clumps of his idiotic peers as they 
dawdle like the morons they are in the fucking hallways. He fumbles with the lock on his 
locker, once he makes it there. The main focus of his attention is finding his stupid pencil. It 
can’t be far. 


He swears he brought it with him to class, though. Is he really that forgetful, or did he lose it? 


Kyle sighs. He starts digging through his backpack to find a spare, though he doesn’t know if 
he brought one with him. As poor of a habit as it is, he can’t break it; he owns a pencil case, 
too, which makes it worse. He should start utilizing that again, shouldn’t he? Of course he 
should. 


Bedroom turn around eric eyes hot breath on his ear— 
ignore it, it isn t real. 


Kyle is starting to lose faith in his backpack’s contents. Just as he’s about to give up, though, 
there’s pressure— a sharp grip holding tight to his bottom. Kyle’s entire body tenses. He 
wants to turn around, to look Eric in the eyes and slap him the way he didn’t have the 
brainpower to do when Eric sneaked into his bedroom. That’s the thing, though. He wants to 
— more than anything, he wants to— but he can’t. He physically cannot move. His brain is 
sending warning signals, flashing big, red warning lights, trying to alert him to the danger he 
already consciously knows is there. The only thing he can do is shift forward, pressing 
himself ever-so-faintly closer to his locker. 


“Don’t,” Eric mutters, and suddenly, Kyle realizes the hot breath on his ear was not imagined. 
Eric adjusts his grip ever so slightly, digging the palm of his hand into the rise of Kyle’s ass. 
Kyle stares straight ahead of himself. What does he do? Can he scream? There’s people still 
in the hallway, they’ll see and stop Eric, but what happens afterward? Away from school? 
Home? A whirlwind of nausea overcomes Kyle. Eric leans closer. “Don’t move, don’t walk 
away from me, okay? Because you like it, don’t you?” 


Kyle swallows, muttering, “No—” 


“Say you like it,” Eric urges. Kyle has never been more aware of someone standing so close 
to him. That’s what it feels like. Kyle’s being cornered. He’s trapped. He is literally trapped, 
with his right side bordered by his open locker door and his left closed off by Eric and a hand 
on his ass. Eric is literally groping him in the school fucking hallway, of all places. Someone 
could see. Someone could— tighter— “Take it, say you like it, tell me how much you love 
it.” 


Kyle doesn’t move. Eric’s hand shifts down, traveling until his fingertips threaten to push 
between Kyle’s thighs. Kyle’s heart drops, and in an instant, he says, “I like it.” 


Eric backs off— just a bit. He still has a hand on him, but it’s not nearly as close to his thighs. 


Is this... is he... oh, God, please, no. 


In a hush, Eric whispers, “Beg for it.” 


Is Kyle alone in this hallway? He’s alone, in this hallway— have the bells rung? He doesn’t 
hear anyone else around. He’s alone. He’s definitely alone. He’s alone, with Eric, in a school 
hallway, and Eric won’t let go until Kyle begs him to do the opposite? What the fuck? 


Kyle doesn’t, though. He doesn’t— he doesn’t want it, he... 


In a flash, the touch is gone. Kyle doesn’t relax, though— he can’t. He turns his head, 
watching Eric spin around. What’s happening? Did someone find them? Please, please, 
please be a teacher— Kyle wants Eric to be punished. Kyle would be humiliated, he’d be 
seen as weak, wouldn’t he? But at least Eric would be punished. Right? He would— 


“Dude, the fuck?” comes Eric’s irate question. 
“Butters is looking for you, dude.” 

Stan. 

It’s Stan. 


“Stan, I don’t give a shit about Butters,” Eric says. Kyle turns his attention back to his locker. 
He stares at his backpack, hung up on the hook inside of it. His eyes won’t focus. Kyle’s 
brain won’t handle it, he’s too stunned by the whirling absence of his thoughts. 


“That’s not what Butters is saying,” Stan says. 


“Not what— ” Eric cuts off. Kyle hears shifting, but he doesn’t dare look over. He doesn’t 
want to look at Eric, and he knows he can’t look at Stan. If he does, Eric might kill his Mom, 
or hurt Ike, or hurt— Stan. “For fuck’s sake, I’m gonna kill him... hold on, Kyle, P1 be 
back.” 


Eric pats his shoulder, firm. Kyle doesn’t respond to that. There’s a pause before Eric leaves, 
walking down the hall, heavy footsteps disappearing with him. 


Stan steps only slightly closer, taking up the space Eric had previously been standing in. 


Kyle’s hand twitches, and he stares at it. He fumbles with some items— with a piece of paper 
and the zipper of his backpack, unzipping it and digging through the pocket. Kyle feels guilty 
for hoping Stan will leave. 


“Hey,” Stan says. He’s so quiet. Stan leans in to try and make eye-contact. Kyle averts his 
eyes. “Are you okay?” 


“Fine,” Kyle mutters. His throat feels thick, stuck with dryness or like there’s a rock caught 
in his esophagus. 


“I saw Eric—” but Stan cuts off before he says more. “um, what’s going on?” 


“Please leave me alone,” says Kyle. 


Stan shifts up a little straighter; Kyle feels the air move. “Are you... sure?” Stan asks. 


“Yes, leave me alone,” Kyle says. He slams his locker shut, turning to leave. He keeps his 
head down, staring at the floor and hoping to all that’s holy that Stan will just— 


Kyle runs into Stan, and in a manner of seconds, he sees a hand coming at him. Kyle startles, 
jerking his head and smacking Stan’s hand away. After the motionless shock of it, Kyle’s 
heart starts to pound in his chest. He wants to look up and judge his surroundings, make sure 
he’s safe, but he can’t, because Stan is right there. 
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“Please, I can’t look at you,” Kyle says. He hopes Stan can understand his pleading tone. He 
hopes Stan can get the hint this time. The hint that Kyle doesn’t hate him. That Kyle just 
wants him to be safe. That Kyle just needs— “Please, just— I can’t look at you, I can t.” 


Kyle pushes past Stan and walks quickly down the hallway, towards the boys’ bathroom. 
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Kyle doesn’t puke in the bathroom. 


He wants to. He really wants to. He misses the feeling of it, and he misses the way it’s a 
decision he can make with his body. He likes the control it gives him. He knows he’s not 
losing weight eating like he is now, and if anything, he’s gaining it. 


He spends too long looking at himself in the mirror. He pushes at his cheeks and the skin 
under his jaw, he circles his hands around his wrists and he unzips his jacket just to pull his 
shirt taught around his waist and suck in his stomach and recognize the fact that he’s not 
nearly thin enough. He hides away in a stall. He sits on the floor and he stares at the toilet and 
fantasizes about forcing himself to throw up. 


He does all of this, but he doesn’t actually do it. 
There’s nothing in his stomach to get rid of, anyway. 


He wastes the entire period in the bathroom, just thinking about it. Tempted to eat just to get 
rid of it, tempted to drink water from the faucet just to get rid of it, tempted to try getting rid 
of the nothing in his stomach anyway. Tempted to do anything and everything other than just 
sit here or to go to class or move around without an aim. 


But he can’t. 
So he sits. 
And checks his blood sugar. 


And he waits. 


For the bell to ring. 


And a minute before it does, he re-checks his blood sugar and reads the post-it of 
carbohydrates he pushed into his lunch bag this morning, and preps the appropriate amount 
of insulin. He injects it, packs up. 


The bell rings. He’s the first one in the hallway. He’s among the first in the cafeteria, and he’s 
the first to sit down at a table. He pulls his lunch out of his backpack and sets up, pulling out 
each item from his bag and figuring out which he wants to eat first. None of it looks good. He 
doesn’t want to eat, in fact— he doesn’t want to, but he injected insulin, and he has to. Eat. 
All of it. 


Most of it. 
Maybe... he can get away with just a little over half of it. 


He zones out and tries to force himself to eat the sandwich. He turns it over and over in his 
hands, picks at some flakes of grain in the bread. He nibbles at the crust of the sandwich, 
ignoring the way he feels completely sick after just a little taste. 


Just eat it. C’mon, just eat the sandwich. 
But it isn’t that easy. 


Kyle flinches when someone suddenly appears next to him, apparently trying to take the seat. 
His brain feels too empty and his eyes do that wide-screen thing again. Kyle stares at the 
shoes of the person who tried to sit down— and upon realizing it’s Stan, he feels guilty. He 
shouldn’t have freaked out so much. It’s just Stan. 


But Kyle can’t look at him, can he? No, he can’t, which makes the fact that Stan moves to sit 
across from Kyle better and worse. 


“Kyle, what’s up?” Kenny says, sounding cheerful, sliding into the seat Stan had previously 
attempted to take. More ready for the intrusion, Kyle doesn’t flinch or startle. He doesn’t look 
up, but he doesn’t freak out, which is a step in the right direction. Kyle glances up just the 
slightest, but he catches a glimpse of Stan’s face, and in the moment his panic returns and he 
ducks his head down again. 


After that, it’s quiet. Too quiet. Kyle presses his lips together, hopes for a conversation to 
start so he can comfortably zone out again, so he knows they’re not paying attention to him, 
so he knows they’ve gone back to their own bubbles, not caring about Kyle in the slightest 
just the way Kyle wants to be not-cared-about. Kyle draws a breath in to calm himself, and 
while he’s at it, he decides he might as well say— 


Kyle nearly jumps out of his seat at the buzzing noise of his phone going off. He ducks, 
unzipping the pocket his phone is in, though it’s difficult since he’s— fuck, he’s shaking a lot. 
He shouldn’t be shaking. He should be calm. Because nothing’s happening. 


Except something might be. His mom might have gotten worse, or better, or Ike might have 
gone to the hospital, or Dad might have finally left, or it’s— 


Eric. 


Fatass 


Today 12:01 PM 
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After reading the message, Kyle breathes a sigh of relief. He clicks off his phone without 
another thought, dropping it onto the table like that will solidify the fact that he’s free from 
the restriction. He feels all the eyes on him; they’re intense, glaring with the heat of an odd, 
almost misplaced-feeling curiosity. Kyle tries to ignore everyone other than Stan, making 
direct eye-contact the way he has wanted to all day. Stan’s eyes are blue. 


Remember that. 
Kyle will never take those eyes for granted, ever again. 


“I’m so sorry,” Kyle says. His hands urge to fidget; he picks at the bread of his sandwich, and 
his arm twitches with a cramp. He wants to grasp at the sharp ache, and it takes a lot not to 
give in to the urge. He continues: “I’m so fucking sorry about earlier, I’m so sorry I was 
avoiding you, I just really needed some space and I didn’t know how to ask for it without 
sounding like a total jackass, so I turtled and probably made everything a hundred times 
worse and I’m so, so, so sorry.” 


There’s a split second of quiet before Stan glances uncomfortably at his salad and replies 
with, “Um... it’s fine, I understand, no, uh, hard feelings, just— let me know next time you 
need some space, instead of... flinching away, or whatever.” 


Kyle nods— and he’s embarrassed at just how enthusiastically he does so. “I know, I know, 
I’m sorry— god, I’m sorry.” Stan’s gaze flashes to the sandwich Kyle is picking at, and 
remembering their conversation, Kyle picks his sandwich back up and begins eating it. He 
pauses between tiny bites to push away the nausea that comes with it— and the realization 
that he feels comforted by the food after the mild humiliation. 


“Kyle, seriously, it’s fine,” Stan says. There’s crinkling; Kyle hardly glances up. All he 
knows is that’s definitely the sound of a cheeseburger wrapper. Kyle swallows back an 
inordinate amount of nausea at the thought of eating something so... “I’m just concerned 
about you, is all— especially after seeing what happened with Eric.” 


Kyle freezes at the mention. Shit. Shit, Stan didn’t just mention that. Kyle digests his bite of 
sandwich, sighing exasperatedly before anyone can jump in. He quickly says, “Can we not do 
this right now? It’s not that big of a deal.” 


“Not that big of a deal?” Stan replies, dropping his plastic fork onto his tray. Kyle glances up 
watching Stan’s sharp gesture of reference. Stan looks angry as he says, “Eric fucking groped 


you, man, that’s kind of a big deal.” 


Kenny makes a noise of incredulity; Kyle feels the air move as he whips his head over to 
look. Kyle makes a point of not looking to his left at Kenny. “He what?” Kenny snaps. 


Looking around at the other three at the table, Butters mutters, “Oh, jeez, Eric really did 
that?” 


“I knew there was something going on between the two of you,” Kenny says. He angrily stabs 
some pieces of lettuce with his fork. “What the fuck is going on, dude? You’ve been acting 
weird as shit with him, lately— he hasn’t done anything else, has he?” 


[hands on his 
Hips pressed 
Mouth cov 
ered in blood] 


“Christ, no!” Kyle snaps, shaking his head free of the intrusive thoughts. “He hasn’t done 
anything else, it was just a one time thing, can you guys fucking chill out? Oh my god, it’s 
literally not a big deal— did he go too far? Yeah, he went too far, but it’s not the worst thing 
he’s done.” 


[back of his head hits 

Jaw clenches air 

You think I’m a joke 
Bedroom turn around eric—] 


Kyle really needs that shit to stop— it riles up his nerves and makes his skin feel like it’1l 
slough off at the slightest touch. Without conscious decision, Kyle goes back to eating his 
sandwich. He counts the marks on the table. The numbers don’t make sense, though, and he 
gets caught at twenty-nine, going right back to twenty and counting up from there. Kyle 
fights back the urge to retaliate when Kenny leans in close— too close. Kenny’s gesturing, 
Kyle sees it out of the corner of his gaze, but Kyle refuses to look over. “Are you sure you 
don’t want us to beat his ass?” Kenny asks, voice low. “Because we can, and we will, just say 
the word.” 


[hear that? 

See that? 

Feel that? 

Have an issue— 
Head hits the 
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“I’m not defenseless, for fuck’s sake, so stop acting like I am!” Kyle snaps, a little louder 
than he meant to. He continues on, nonetheless. “If he does it again, trust me, I will break 
every miserable bone in his pathetic little body.” 


[ the imag eof eric schoki ng bythe fault of kyle’s ownh ands 
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Kyle tears off bits of his sandwich, setting them aside on the napkin before himself. Tear it 
off, make it look like it’s anger, because it is. This is— anger, he’s just pulling it apart 
because he needs to rip something, not to distract everyone and not to portion the food he 
already portioned this morning. 


Don’t eat that. Don’t eat that, or that, or that— or that, either. This piece has more cheese 
than this piece. Trade it in. There’s a significant amount of bread in this corner, lets replace it 
with a piece that has more turkey— turkey is better for you than bread. Wasting carbs, of 
course, but... Kyle can compensate. When he’s alone, right? Compensate. 


Kyle startles when he notices Stan twist, very suddenly, in his seat to look behind himself. 
Kyle looks up, and is utterly shocked to see Craig standing behind Stan with a hand on Stan’s 
shoulder. 


“Hey, Marsh,” Craig says. There’s a moment where he does nothing, gaze flickering over 
something that is beyond Kyle’s realm of notice. Finally, Craig lifts his hand and runs his 
fingers through Stan’s hair. It’s strange. Very swift, but kind of lingering. Is that an 
affectionate touch? Whatever the meaning of it, Stan visibly tries to duck away, even though 
the contact’s gone. “Your hair looks dumb.” 


Stan rolls his eyes and shifts in his seat, combing his fingers through his hair to fix it from 
Craig’s boundary-overstepping action. “Right, yeah, I forgot I was supposed to ask your 
permission for all of my fashion choices,” says Stan, sounding playfully irate. Craig forces an 
extra chair between where Stan and Butters sit, and Butters hums a quiet, submissive, “oh, 
okay” at the intrusion. Without further ado, Craig plops himself down in the chair and 
reclines in it like he’s welcome. Stan’s expression twitches. “Um, dude.” 


“What?” Craig asks. “You got a problem with me sitting, fuzzball?” 


“Yeah, I got—” Stan stumbles to a stop as it finally processes. “Wait, did you just call me 
fuzzball?” 


Craig shrugs. “Seemed fitting, all things considered.” 
“Will you shut up about my hair?” 


“What the fuck are you doing here?” Kyle asks, accusing. Craig pauses before looking at 
Kyle. His blue eyes flicker over something, like he’s analyzing it, though it doesn’t look like 
he’s staring at much in particular. It makes Kyle feel irked— exposed. 


“Dunno, but it’s not you, that’s for sure,” Craig finally answers. 
Kyle’s mouth falls open. “Excuse me?” 
Craig flips him off. 


Kyle scoffs, ready to give this asshole a piece of his mind, but Kenny interrupts the cuss 
words prepared on Kyle’s tongue. “Guys, stop, no more bickering, it’s lame,” Kenny says. He 
finishes the final bite of his cheeseburger, crinkling the thin wrapper between his palms. After 
a swallow, he asks, “Craig, do you need something?” 


Crossing his arms over his chest, Craig says, “Yeah, I got some shit to talk to fuzzball about.” 
“Stop calling me fuzzball,” Stan mutters. 

“No,” says Craig. 

What a douche. 

“Um, okay...” Kenny says slowly. “...talk to him, then?” 


After a brief staring contest between Kenny and Craig, Kenny furrows his brows and throws 
the wrapper-ball at Craig. Craig doesn’t so much as flinch, even when it smacks his shoulder 
and rolls down his sleeve. Not a second later, it hits the floor with a soft crackle. 


Another pause. Then, Craig shifts forward, leaning his elbows on the surface of the table. His 
haphazard action disturbs the stability of the surface, and Butters yelps when his tray almost 
jostles over the edge. Craig, suddenly addressing the whole table, says, “Alone.” Kyle can 
tell Craig was trying to be firm, but it’s just slightly louder than his usual cadence. Not 
emphasis, just louder. Kenny grunts. 


“This is our table, go talk the talk over yonder,” Kenny says. He jabs a thumb in gesture over 
his shoulder, towards the an empty area in the back of the lunchroom. Craig, however, 
doesn’t move a muscle. He’s still once more, but his eyes aren’t flickering, and his gaze isn’t 
as internalized. 


“You can have the table back when I’m done here,” Craig says, back to his normal volume. “I 
just need it for a few minutes.” 


“Stop being all cryptic and just talk already,” Kyle snaps. Craig looks at him. To affirm his 
point, he hunkers down at the table, scooting himself in and dropping the sandwich. With 
narrowed eyes, Kyle continues, “Whatever you say to him, you can say in front of us.” 


Craig glances at Stan, who stares on with wide, perplexed eyes. Stan obviously has no idea 
what to do. Stan opens his mouth, just the slightest, but before he can respond to the 
situation, Craig grabs Stan’s sleeve and stands the two of them up. In the middle of 
movement, Craig asks, “You coming, Marsh?” but Stan obviously has no choice either way. 
Craig doesn’t wait before dragging him away from the table. 


Kyle, Kenny, and Butters all turn to watch them leave. 


At the assurance that they are out of earshot, Kyle returns his attention to the center of the 
table. He glances between Butters and Kenny. Butters has a distracted look on his face, like 
he’s trying to ignore everything in the world. He plays with two chips on his lunch tray. 
Kenny has his expression pinched. Kyle, also tense, can’t help but jump at the silence. 


“Couldn’t that guy at least try to be a little more normal?” Kyle says, frustrated at the stilted 
nature of that scenario. He takes another bite of his sandwich and chews it, forcing himself to 
swallow. It might be his imagination, but the tension at the table seems to rise. “Hasn’t 
anyone ever told him not to intrude?” 


“Give him a break, man,” Kenny says. 


“No, I won’t give him a break,” Kyle argues. “He’s weird, okay? It’s like he has zero 
boundaries.” 


Uncharacteristically firm, Butters cuts in, “He’s autistic, he doesn’t mean any harm.” 
“Butters, that was not yours to tell,” Kenny scolds. 


“Ah—aw... sorry, mister, I— I got too defensive for m-my own good...” Butters says. He 
hits the two chips together so gently, they don’t even lose crumbs. “D-darn testosterone, 
making me say things I— I really shouldn’t...” 


“He’s autistic?” Kyle asks. Kenny sighs, obviously exasperated at the fact that Butters gave 
up that information. In the pending silence, a mild shadow of guilt starts to creep up on 
Kyle’s shoulders. Kyle glances down at his sandwich. “Well, great, now I feel like an 
asshole.” 


“Kyle, you didn’t know,” Kenny says. “He’d seriously rather you be a total dick to him, so 
don’t go treating him any differently, alright? He’s autistic, not stupid, he knows the 
difference.” 


“Right,” Kyle says. There’s a moment of quiet, but it doesn’t last even a split second past that 
moment. Kenny looks at Kyle; their gazes meet, a sharp intention behind them. 


“Now, that don’t mean you getta go around telling people, a’ight?” Kenny says. “Only reason 
I know is ‘cause I was a volunteer for the counselor, and the only reason Butters knows is 
‘cause he’s close with Tweek, so you—” 


Kenny points at Kyle sharply. 


“_have no right to even pretend you suspect he’s anythin’ other than neurotypical, you got 
that shit?” 


“Yeah, I got it,” Kyle says. “My lips are sealed, trust me, it ain’t like he’s the only autistic 
person I know—” 


Kyle flinches hard when a new voice cuts in from behind them: “Ooh, are we talking about 
autism?” 


Both Kenny and Kyle turn, only to be met with the weird mix of peppy-cool that is the air of 
Clyde Donovan. Much like Craig had done earlier, Clyde pulls up a chair. He pushes it 
between Kenny and Kyle. Though there really isn’t very much room or give between the two, 
Clyde isn’t shy about making room. Not that he really needs to; Kyle and Kenny make room 
for his presence before he hunkers down in the chair. 


“Yall, I did a dope research project on autism, it’s my jazz, I’m basically the autism oracle,” 
Clyde says, and the way he’s rambling is so utterly natural, it hardly sounds like a ramble. 
“Do you guys want any fun facts or anything? Because I got a killer boat-load chock full of 
‘em, no joke, I could probably drown a— like... like, uh... whale, or something, with the 
knowledge I have.” 


“You’re making it weird,” Kyle says. Clyde looks like he doesn’t know what to do with that 
fact, and he kind of blunders over his next intake of air, blinking rapidly. He leans forward in 
the chair, slouching until his forehead hits the surface of the table. He even goes the extra 
mile to bury his head in his arms. Kyle looks up, giving Kenny a look of confusion. Kenny 
returns the look. 


A few seconds later, Clyde pops back up from the table and exhales loudly. He leans back in 
the chair, dashes his fingers through his hair, and lets out a forced laugh. “Sorry, guys, I’m 
mega off my game today,” he says. 


“It’s fine,” Kenny replies, though he definitely doesn’t sound reassuring in the way he says it. 
Even Kyle felt uncomfortable with the tone. He wonders if Clyde is feeling at all upset by 
that phrase, but if he is, he doesn’t show it. He just keeps smiling this dumb, almost cocky 
expression. 


“Thanks, bro,” Clyde says. 


“Why are you over here?” Kyle asks. Clyde looks over, and something strange morphs within 
his expression. Regretful, almost, though Kyle can’t imagine what that’s about. He makes the 
decision to ignore it, quietly picking at the crumbs of his sandwich. 


“Oh, no reason,” Clyde finally answers, resting his elbows on the surface of the table in a 
casual lean. “Just chillin’.” 


Kyle contemplates giving him a look of disbelief, or going through the more straight-forward 
route of saying “Bullshit”, but he decides that’s a dumb idea and ultimately tries to ignore the 
oddness of the situation. He scoots closer to the table, picking apart a new area of the 
sandwich. He’s smoothed out the bread with all the picking, and there’s a hole in it he doesn’t 
remember putting there. He should eat. He’s starting to feel a little... cottony. 


He feels watched, though. He feels like everyone’s eying him, or staring at him, silently 
judging as he eats. He’s probably gross when he eats. It’s probably hell for other people to be 
around him. Even worse, what if it’s a form of entertainment for them? That is one of the 
most disgusting, disturbing thoughts Kyle has ever had, and it makes him want to drop 
everything. His tongue itches with the memory of his fingers, and he tastes the phantom 
nothing-salt of his skin. Easily, he could break down. Easily, he could give up. Easily, he 
could— 


But he can’t. 
Eat, he can’t... 


God, this is disgusting. He’s disgusting. He wants to push it away, but he doesn’t. He can’t. 
He already told Kenny about some of his food issues. All it’d take was one glance, and 
Kenny would get on his case about it. It’s frustrating, to an immense, over-the-top, agitating 
level. There’s nothing he can do here. That’s what it feels like. He’s trapped again, and in that 
moment, he makes a phenomenally idiotic decision. 


Kyle glances up to the other three at the table. Kenny and Butters are busy chatting. Clyde, 
on the other hand, is looking right at Kyle. Upset and more than a little bit confused, Kyle 
gives Clyde a puzzled look. Clyde almost seems to flinch at it, which only serves to irritate 
Kyle. 


Clyde adjusts, shifting only an inch closer to Kyle. 


“Hey,” Clyde says, an attention-grabber, and Kyle knows to listen. “Look, I... I volunteer at 
the hospital a lot, so I know some patient stuff, and I know staff, and...” 


Kyle watches Clyde’s expression shift, like he’s warring with himself. 


“Just— I heard about your mom,” Clyde says, hardly above a whisper. There’s a mournful 
look deep in his eye, one that Kyle has seen before in the past. This time, though, Kyle 
resonates with it. Clyde swallows, sharp, and mutters, “I just—... I’m really sorry.” 


Everything inside of Kyle sinks. 


“If you need anything,” Clyde says, “Just let me know, okay? I’m here— seriously, I’m 
here.” 


A tingling starts in Kyle’s sinuses and his eyes feel full of pins. He would bury his face in his 
hands if such an action weren’t too jarring compared to the movement at the table. The last 
thing he wants to do is bring attention to himself. Clyde seems to get it to a level Kyle can’t 
even comprehend. There’s just this unspoken... thing in the air, and Kyle feels— 


He feels... 

Understood? 

Fuck. 

Kyle squeezes his eyes shut. 


“Do you want my number?” Clyde asks. Kyle can only shake his head; he doesn’t have the 
words to explain it, nor would he be able to even if he did. Fortunately, Clyde seems to get 
that, too. There’s an adjustment, and Clyde wraps an arm over Kyle’s shoulders, giving him a 
quick side-hug. Kyle would sink into it, but it’s too short for even that. In a split second, with 
the air movement of Clyde’s shifting and the sudden close-proximity, Kyle notices something 


— a smell. Distinct, and unmistakable, yet Kyle can’t quite put his finger on it... Clyde gives 
one last smile and says, “TIl see you soon, bro.” 


Clyde pushes himself up and as he walks away, he puts the chair back. Kyle furrows his 
brows, confused for a moment before... 


Kyle’s eyes widen. Clyde smelled like— 


The bell to signify the end of lunch rings, and just as it does, Stan slides back into his seat. 
Still fogged, Kyle reacts on autopilot and begins to repackage his stuff. He hadn’t succeeded 
in eating nearly enough. He’s probably going to have to break out the glucose tablets just to 
keep himself above water for the rest of the day. 


Although Kenny does throw his stuff away with the rest of them, he doesn’t make to exit the 
lunchroom. Instead, he sits back down at the table and watches as Butters makes two carrot 
sticks fight. Kyle hardly notices, hoisting his backpack over his shoulder and making his way 
towards the exit. He hesitates for a second in the midst of the lunchroom traffic when his 
phone goes off. He pulls it out and quickly unlocks it, navigating to his messages. 


Fatass 


Today 12:29 PM 
awwwh, maybe you dont want?? NEWWW task ;;) 


Kyle receives the next message. 
And feels sick to his stomach. 
“Dude, Kyle.” 


Kyle snaps his gaze up from his phone, immediately shutting it off. Trying to push away the 
amount of shock still in his system, Kyle examines Stan. When did he start walking next to 
him? Whatever. “Hey,” he says, “What’s up?” 


“Can I walk with you?” Stan asks. Kyle contemplates bringing up the fact that Stan is already 
walking with him, but decides that won’t add much other than potential argument material. 


“Duh,” is all Kyle says. 


The two exit the lunchroom, pushing through and weaving between individuals on their ways 
to classes. They settle into the flow of hallway traffic, relatively silent for a majority of their 
walk. At one point, Stan points out some stupid sign pinned up on the cork board, and Kyle 
forces himself to snort a smart-aleck quip back. Things /ook casual and normal, but Kyle’s 
thoughts would always, without fail, fall back to the next challenge, and he’d have to fight 
back nausea. He looks at Stan for solace, for help. Kyle’s tongue burns to vent, to explain, to 
admit and break down and be held because he needs it. He craves contact and closeness and 
yet he wants to be as far away from other people as much as possible. 


Kyle thinks about the night he and Stan... 


His face burns, and he feels dirty. 


They came to a stop at the end of one of the hallways. Kyle’s class is up the stairs to the left, 
but Stan’s next class is the door to the right, so Stan stops. Kyle pauses long enough to wave 
a temporary goodbye. “I’ll see you in seventh,” Kyle says, forcing a smile. Stan smiles back. 
They gave each other a mutual nod, and then Kyle turns to leave. 


Stan grabs Kyle’s hand. 
Kyle feels disgusting. 


Kyle stops and turns, looking at Stan, who gazes back at Kyle with this... odd, utterly 
uncategorized look on his face. It’s distant, almost embarrassed, almost... sweet, or watery. 
Kyle remembers what it felt like to kiss him— 


“Do you need something?” Kyle asks slowly. Stan swallows. 

—to touch him... 

“Are you— sure you’re okay?” Stan finally blurts. Surprised, Kyle blinks. 
...and be touched. 

“I’m fine,” Kyle answers. “Why?” 


“Tt’s just...” but Stan trails off. What is Stan planning on saying? What could possibly even 
be said? Whatever it is, it goes unspoken. Stan gives a tiny shrug, his fingers tightening their 
hold on Kyle’s hand. “You don’t have to act stoic all the time.” 


What does he know? “What do you mean?” Kyle asks. 


“Like— I don’t know, the Eric thing,” Stan replies. Kyle winces. “You can say it bothered 
you, y know, like... it’s okay.” 


Kyle opens his mouth, but everything he wants to say is illegal. His hand, radiating warmth, 
echoes to be squeezed as tight as possible. But Stan simply holds it. Can Kyle tell him? Can 
this be it? Can the game be over, can it please all be... no. Kyle glances around the hallway. 
He has to— he... Eric hasn’t called off all of the tasks. Kyle has to follow the two most 
recent ones. 


“I’m here if you ever want to, like...” Stan trails off. “Talk, or anything—” 
“T wanted it.” 

Stan freezes. 

Kyle does, too. 


But he feigns confidence. He stays firm, unwavering, the way he remembers doing when he 
was still on the speech team. Stan stares. 


“What?” Stan whispers. 


Kyle can’t lie to him like this, can he? This is immoral. This is like kicking a sick puppy. 
It’s... it’s utterly wicked, it’s cruel, it’s damning Kyle to whatever hell might exist. Kyle 
straightens his posture, looks Stan straight in the eyes, and says, “I wanted him to do it.” 


Stan lets go of Kyle, undeniably disgusted. Kyle stuffs both hands into his coat pockets. He’s 
still tingling. 


“T asked him to,” Kyle continues, and Stan looks like he’s about to throw up. In all fairness, 
Kyle feels the same. “I wanted to see what it’d feel like.” 


Stan says nothing. Pale. 


“So, yeah, you don’t need to worry about it,” Kyle says. He looks away. It feels like an 
eternity passes before Kyle repeats, “P1 see you in seventh.” 


Kyle turns and walks up the stairs. He doesn’t look back. 

He can’t look back. 

Because if he does, he’ II run back and tell Stan everything. 

Mom’s life is on the line, Ike’s life is on the line, Kyle’s everything is on the line. 
Kyle pulls his phone out of his pocket and rereads the text. 


Fatass 


Today 12:29 PM 
awwwh, maybe you dont want?? NEWWW task ;;) 


Have sex with me. 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted on sunday, september 8th 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


The pH of Passed Notes 


Chapter Summary 


“Jesus Christ, Clyde, you’re rivaling the Jew in obliviousness,” Eric replies. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Kyle finds himself distracted on more than one occasion in Chem. He always tries to reorient 
himself when he realizes just how distant he’s becoming, but that’s more than a little difficult. 
He’s tired, and the room is warmer than he’d like it to be. Eventually, he gives up on trying to 
keep updated with the rest of the class. He rests his chin in his palm and stares out the 
window to the right of their table. He catches glimpses of Butters jotting down notes out of 
the corner of his vision, though he pays no mind to that. 


He doesn’t really think about anything. He just watches the blank of the outside world 
motionlessly turn; an absent knowledge rather than a true sight. Similarly, to say he doesn’t 
hear what Miss James is saying wouldn’t be completely true; he hears it the same way he 
knows the Earth is spinning. He hears it the same way he can hear his heartbeat, which is a 
new thing he’s still not entirely sure he enjoys. Overall, it’s frustrating. His brain is foggy. His 
head is full of cotton and nothing. His head hurts and he recalls being pressed into the outside 
wall of his own home. It’s funny that he can’t remember anything else from that moment, 
other than the act of being pinned. 


Stuck. 
“...with your table group. Any questions?” 


Kyle startles, shifting his posture straighter and glancing to the front of the room, where Miss 
James is gathering a stack of yellow papers. She’s wearing a scarf, today. It’s brown and thin, 
decorative and certainly not warm at all. Kyle wonders if he should take off his jacket, but is 
quickly reminded of the fact that he can’t. He secures his arms, grabbing his wrist within the 
opposite hand. He twists his grip and adjusts. Bony. Thin. He slides his grip up further, and 
that thinness is gone. 


“Okay,” says Miss James. She begins passing out the worksheet. When she approaches 
Kyle’s table group (complete with the bodies of Butters, Clyde, and Eric), she gives Kyle a 
look. Kyle busies himself by reading the instructions on what he assumes to be a worksheet. 
She walks back to the front of the room without saying a word. Soon, he recognizes it isn’t a 
worksheet at all. It’s a data sheet. 


“So...” Clyde trails, pursing his lips in analysis of the data sheet. Kyle would ask why he’s 
speaking, but he has a feeling he knows why. Kyle isn’t the only one caught in his own head 


this period; he’s caught Clyde staring off into space or staring down at the blank page his 
notebook is open to multiple times so far. “What’re we supposed to do again?” 


“Jesus Christ, Clyde, you’re rivaling the Jew in obliviousness,” Eric replies. 


Leave him alone, Kyle wants to say, but when he opens his mouth to snap at Eric, no sound 
comes out. Kyle closes his mouth again. 


Clyde doesn’t seem perturbed by anything, though. He flips the paper over, obviously still 
mildly puzzled by what he’s seeing. Kyle glances down at his own sheet, at the rows and 
columns of to-be-labeled data collection. 


“What’re we testing here?” Clyde asks. “Is the equipment in the lab?” 


“No,” Butters says. “This is a project we have to do, we all have to plan what we’re gonna 
use and test.” 


“Oh!” Clyde says. He looks up from the paper. “This is the big project thingy?” 
“Mm-hmm,” Butters says. “Yes sir, that— that’s exactly it, you sure got it.” 


Clyde purses his lips and narrows his eyes, apparently contemplating something. “Y’all got 
any ideas on what we wanna do for this project?” 


“Well, I was thinkin’— maybe, we could do something with pH levels,” Butters suggests. He 
glances towards Kyle, who nods gently. Clyde looks thoughtful at the expression. 


“We’d need one of those kit things,” Clyde says. 
“A pH indicator kit?” 


“Yeah,” Clyde says. “I could probably pick one up online, or at some sort of store or 
something... Walmart’s gotta have one, right? Walmart’s got everything.” 


“Don’t you guys think that’d be a little simplistic?” Kyle asks. Clyde and Butters glance 
over; Eric leans back in his chair and examines his nails like a complete tool. 


“Simplistic?” asks Butters. 


“Yeah,” Kyle says. “I mean, it’d be fun and all, but the only thing we would need to do is get 
a bunch of liquids and test out the pH level by comparing colors on test sticks and boxes.” 


Clyde hums. He drums his fingertips on the table, nails gently clicking against the surface. 
The rest of the classroom chatters. Suddenly, Clyde seems to brighten up. “Oh, dude, what if 
we got different versions of the same shit?” 


Kyle furrows his brows, asking, “What do you mean?” 


“I mean, like...” there’s a momentary pause. Kyle glances down at the yellow sheet of paper. 
Clyde continues, “Water from a fridge, from a sink, and from a toilet, like, we test it all and 


check the difference.” 


“How would we know if that’s not just the water from that particular building, though?” 
Butters asks. 


“We can use just one building,” Kyle adds. “Like, only the school’s water, or only water from 
Clyde’s place.” 


“Or water from all of our places,” Clyde suggests. He makes a displeased face, however, 
quickly adding on: “Or, that could just be one way we do it, like, if there’s no difference 
between those, we can do different phases of other different liquids... do you guys think 
there’s a difference in the pH of boiled apple juice and cold apple juice?” 


“I don’t know about that,” Kyle says. “I’m sure there’d be a difference between diluted apple 
juice and normal, though.” 


“We can add that, too!” Clyde says, enthusiastic. There’s a grin on his face; he’s tapping the 
table with the butt of his pencil, and he quickly pushes the piece of paper off of his notebook. 
He begins writing; Kyle observes, and finds that Clyde is writing out the basics to all of the 
ideas. 


“Piss,” Eric says. 


Kyle and Butters turn to Eric. Clyde keeps writing. “I’m sorry, did you just say piss?” Kyle 
asks, incredulous. 


“Did I fucking stutter?” Eric returns, and his expression reads something cocky. “We check 
the pH of our piss.” 


“That’s disgusting,” Kyle says. 


Butters looks like he wants to say something, but before he can, Clyde pops in with, “But it’s 
a decent idea.” 


“I wonder if different races have different pH levels in their urine,” Eric muses. 


“Alright, that one’s dumb,” Clyde says, and he sounds snippy. Eric shrugs, back to checking 
out his nails. “Butters, Kyle, do you guys have any more ideas on what we can test?” 


Kyle hums in thought, rubbing the back of his neck with his right hand. There’s that pain, 
again. A headache, but slightly deeper— a spreading thing, something that feels like a tensed 
fiber within his spine. He feels the cuts in his other arm, and in response, the left side of his 
body feels cold. 


He forgets what he’s doing, and finds himself back to staring out the window. He wonders if 
his mother... 


If Ike... 


Something deep inside of his lungs squeezes. He’s afraid, sort of, but it’s a lot more than that 
— it’s inherent, in some ways, and sudden, choking, in others. 


“Kyle.” 


Kyle looks over, making eye-contact with the person addressing him— Clyde. For what feels 
like the first time, Kyle realizes Clyde’s eyes are a chestnut brown. Kyle clears his throat and 
replies with, “What?” 


“Are you able to bring these liquids for our project?” Clyde asks, slipping over a small, torn- 
off section of the piece of notebook paper, folded in half. Kyle picks it up hastily, reading the 
list. 


What he assumed might be a list, but is a note. 
hey bro u ok? Pass back if u are, keep if ur not. 


Kyle glances up at Eric, who is staring back at him. Really, truly staring back at him. His 
veins freeze— his blood thickens, his breath stops coming. He wouldn’t say he’s afraid. Not 
particularly. He’s just aware of the little things, of the small twitches and the slowed 
breathing rhythm. The similarities and differences between Clyde’s and Eric’s eyes, the 
chestnut in relation to the umber. The warmth to the heat. The comfort to the blood. 


Itching, Kyle stuffs the piece of paper into his pocket and says, “Yeah, I can get that stuff.” 


“What was on that list?” Eric asks, his gaze never so much as twitching. Kyle doesn’t know 
what part of him Eric is staring at. Maybe that’s scary, or maybe it’s just an acknowledgment. 


“Apple juice, vinegar, milk, water samples,” Kyle says. Butters makes a surprised “oh!” of a 
noise beside him. 


“Clyde, I thought I was getting apple juice,” Butters says. Clyde’s brows raise slightly. 


“Ah, shit, right, I totally forgot!” Clyde says, grinning widely. He hits the side of his own 
head as if suggesting he’s stupid. “My brain sucks! PII write new-and-improved lists when 
I’m able to actually think... mind if we all make a group chat? We can converse and give 
project updates better that way.” 


Clyde gives Kyle a glance. Kyle pretends not to notice. Clyde flips to the next page in his 
notebook and passes it around the table for everyone to write their name and number. 
Afterward, Clyde pulls his notebook back to himself and withdraws his phone from his 
pocket. He begins typing. Not a few moments later, Kyle feels his phone buzz in his pocket. 


It feels like all the blood drains from his head, and he suddenly feels dizzy and trapped. He 
grips the table tightly to make sure he doesn’t jolt out of his chair like he had earlier on in the 
day. He takes a moment to breathe and catch up with his heart. Slowly, his hearing comes 
back— which is a little funny, since he hadn’t realized his hearing had gone in the first place 
— and he’s able to reach into his pocket to withdraw his phone. 


4 People 


Today 1:49 PM 

Unknown Number +1 (719) 919... 

hey my dudes! Clyde here. This'll be our like group message for the project in AP Chemistry, 
k? K. Text back so I know u got this!! 


Unknown Number +1 (719) 599... 
Hi Clyde! :) This is Butters' number! 


“Butters,” Clyde says. Butters perks up, a big smile on his face. 
“Yessir,” Butters says. 


“T already had your number, you didn’t need to tell me it was you,” Clyde says, snorting. 
Butters appears genuinely shocked with this tidbit of information, eyes widening. 


“Oh, uh... sorry, mister,” Butters says. “I forgot to save your name into my phone...” 


“Butters, we talk all the time,” says Clyde. To that, Butters simply gives a sheepish smile and 
tucks his phone away. Kyle can’t help but smile at the tidbit of their banter. He enters the 
numbers into his phone appropriately and replies to the text, just getting it out of the way. 


4 People 


Today 1:50 PM 
Got It. 


Clyde named the conversation "AP Chem". 
Today 1:50 PM 

Clyde 

Eric! Reply!! 


Fatass 
fucc off n put ur phones aawy, were litreally at the same table. 


Kyle pushes his phone back into his pocket without thinking about it. 


Eric glances up at Kyle. Eric only has the time to smirk before the bell rings for the end of 
class. 


The room fills with the noise of shuffling and adjusting; students pack up their things, 
chattering about the project and other things that have nothing to do with Chemistry at all. 
Eric pulls his backpack over his shoulder and stands, but makes no moves and hesitates 
where he is. Kyle, disturbed, slowly packs away his notebook and data sheet. He watches as 
Butters pushes his phone into his pocket (apparently, he’d taken it out again) and stands, 
backpack over his shoulder in a flash. 


“Eric!” Butters says, rounding the table. He grabs Eric’s shirt as he passes, tugging him, a 
smile on his face. “We should walk together!” 


“Our seventh hour classes are on opposite sides of the school,” Eric grumbles. 


“Let’s walk together!” Butters reiterates. This time, Eric doesn’t speak out or decline. 
Although obviously unwilling, he follows along with the tugging of Butters’ grasp, and they 
walk out of the classroom together. As more students filter out, Kyle takes the next few 
seconds to wait until he feels safe to leave the class. He zips up his backpack slowly. When 
he stands up, he notices Clyde hesitating at the other side of the table, near Eric’s empty 
chair. 


“Hey,” Clyde says. There’s a casual smirk on his face, something natural. He points over his 
shoulder with a thumb, his other hand stuffed into his pocket. “Walk?” 


Kyle says nothing, simply following. They leave the class, turning and taking the left hall. 
Before they get too deep into the flock of high school students deeper into the heart of the 
webbing of hallways, Clyde ushers Kyle towards the corner near a railing where a gap can be 
peered down, and students can gaze at the hallway below. Clyde leans against the wall, back 
against the rail. Kyle stands in front of him, back against the wall and staring out at the steady 
flow of their peers traversing the halls. 


“So, what’s goin’ on?” Clyde asks, voice low. Kyle has lost the courage he’d had earlier, 
though. Now, he’s just filled with regret, and fear. He’s very quiet, counting the footsteps as 
they click the floors. 

“I—” Kyle’s voice stops working. He swallows, thinking, refreshing. ““There’s something...” 


He can’t say it. His throat feels like it’s closing. 


“I can’t—” Kyle presses himself firmly back against the wall of histhewse the school. “I 
might need help.” 


Tone now more serious, Clyde repeats, “What’s going on?” 
Stop. 
Stop. 
Stop talking, right now. 


Fuck. He needs to stop, doesn’t he? He can’t say this. He can’t. Eric said if Kyle told 
anyone... 


“Not right now,” Kyle says. “I don’t need help right this instant, but I— like, eventually, I 
might need...” 


I SAID STOP IT RIGHT NOW 


“Never mind,” Kyle blurts. “Pretend I didn’t say anything, okay? Thanks for the talk.” 


“Wait, Kyle—” Kyle pushes himself away from the wall. Clyde grabs his arm. The pressure 
on the bandage chafes, burns, itches and Kyle rips away, almost running right back into the 

wall in his attempt at getting away. The world turns, flips, wanders and topples onto its side 
all around him. He feels like it’s a miracle he’s still upright. “Kyle—” 


“Leave me alone!” 


This time, when Kyle walks away, he’s too fast to be stopped. 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted on Sunday, September 15th! 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


Alone 


Chapter Summary 


When he opens his mouth again, he says a gentle-hearted, “Goodbye.” 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place during SYSBFK Chapter 42: Ecstasy / Elegy / Requiem 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Not even two minutes into seventh period, Kyle realizes that Stan isn’t paying attention 
whatsoever. In and of itself, that’s not unusual; there have been days where Stan flat-out lays 
his head on his desk and falls asleep. Fortunately he hasn’t done that yet this semester, but 
there’s that look in his eyes that says he very much would like to. That makes Kyle’s skin 
itch; he doesn’t want to have to finish up this webquest-like study guide the substitute handed 
out alone. 


When Stan’s gaze drifts off towards the far corner of the room for the umpteenth time in the 
past forty-five minutes, Kyle follows his gaze. There’s nothing interesting over there, though; 
not to Kyle’s knowledge, at least. Kyle reaches across the table and snaps his fingers directly 
in front of Stan’s face. At the noise, Stan jumps, mouth already open with the preparation of 
the same apology he’s said each time Kyle caught him today. “Sorry, I’m sorry, where were 
we?” 


Stan shifts in his seat, frantically scanning over the paper. Kyle draws his hand back to 
himself; he rubs at the indents of his collarbones in an attempt at self-soothing. Are they 
more pronounced than normal? No, that’s wishful thinking. “We finished, like, five minutes 
ago,” Kyle says. Stan’s movements slow, gaze drifting and eyelids lowering halfway. After a 
moment’s delay, Stan’s brows furrow in confusion. 


“Oh,” he says. 


“What were you staring at?” Kyle asks. Stan glances up, and this time, the confusion 
deepens. 


“What?” 


“You were staring towards the corner,” Kyle says, gesturing behind himself. “What got your 
attention?” 


“Oh,” Stan says, expression returning to something more neutral. He rubs just under his eye, 
across the top of his cheekbone. Kyle hadn’t noticed it before, really, but Stan looks rather 
put-together today. It’s different. “Nothing, I’m just thinking.” 


“About what?” asks Kyle. 
Kyle doesn’t get an answer; the bell rings. 


Stan basically leaps out of his seat, haphazardly retrieving his notebook, pencil, and 
worksheet. Kyle moves slower, more or less observing the way Stan seems so excited to 
leave. That’s kind of funny. Not in the funny-ha-ha way, but in the funny-odd way. Kyle zips 
ups his backpack and pulls it over his shoulder. He stands and pushes his chair in, almost 
forgetting to turn in his worksheet as he hurries to keep up with the flurry of energy Stan has, 
even while he turns his own work in. Kyle more or less follows Stan out in the hallway, more 
than they walk together. When they reach the heart of the hallway, Stan turns around as if 
he’d suddenly remembered something. Kyle stops in his tracks. 


They stare at each other, there, in the middle of the corridor. Miffed students pass by them, 
some of which mumble profanity under their breath somewhat along the lines of “Get the 
fuck outta the way”, but Kyle doesn’t give a damn. 


Stan’s eyes aren’t wide. They aren’t deer-in-the-headlights the way they usually are. In fact, 
they aren’t deer-in-the-headlights at all. Although energized, Stan isn’t excitable or wired or 
borderline-overstimulated. Right here, where they stand, Kyle is looking into a mellowed 
version of his best friend. Like all his life he’s been hyperactive and ready to jump in a 
confused puppy-dog way, but today, he took some Ritalin or some shit and now he’s all... 


Soft. 
And comfortable-looking. 


And suddenly, there’s a smile on Stan’s face. Small, but bright, followed by Stan opening his 
mouth— then closing it, and there’s a flicker in that smile. When he opens his mouth again, 
he seems to mumble something. 


Kyle’s brows raise in shock. He opens his mouth to reply, but Stan has already turned and 
disappeared down the hall. 


...did Stan just say “Goodbye”? Well, that’s a bit excessive in formality, isn’t it? He’s not 
going somewhere, is he? 


Someone elbows Kyle in the side. There’s a single rush of adrenaline as his brain processes 
the lack of a threat, though it fades quickly. He finds an opening in the crowded hallway and 
begins making his way to the exit of the school. No matter how hard he tries, he can’t figure 
out a reason why Stan would full-out say goodbye. It’s just not common. Kyle can count the 
amount of times Stan has said “goodbye” on one hand— aimed toward Kyle, at least. 


Plus with the way Stan’s all dressed up? Well, okay, it’s not technically dressing up, it’s just 
normal clothing, but he actually looks like he put effort into himself this morning, rather than 


throwing something on with his sweater on top and calling it done. With that idea, though, 
Kyle wonders if Stan is getting dressed up for a reason. Is he going on a date? 


...with who? 


Did Wendy take him back? Because Kyle said that thing about Eric? No, that was only hours 
ago. It’d have to be something that happened before today. Was it... was it because Kyle said 
he wouldn’t go out with Stan? No, right? Stan said he’d wait for Kyle. 


Stan said that he’d wait. 
With the uncertainty, he begins to wonder if Stan even said anything. 


Feeling absolutely no better, Kyle pauses next to a tree just outside the school. He intends to 
walk home alone, or maybe wait around the school until everyone else leaves and even past 
that. He finds himself fidgeting with the edge of the bandage under his sleeve. Tugging just 
enough makes it burn, and not tugging enough makes him panic in the fact that it might not 
be there. He thinks about what it might feel like to leave the bandage off for a night, allow the 
cuts to meet the air. It hurts to imagine, though, and he quickly dismisses the idea. 


He watches students leave in clusters. Most of them are chatting and rambling with friends, 
messing around or gossiping the way girls do. He watches cars gradually exit the parking lot. 
He finds himself wondering if there are cameras here. He watches a 2008 Ford Fusion tug out 
of a parking space. He thinks he sees Craig inside of it, but he doesn’t know if it’s actually 
him. 


“Speak of the devil!” 


Kyle flinches when Kenny makes himself at home beside him, an arm wrapped tightly 
around Kyle’s shoulders. Kyle’s heart hammers away in the back of his throat. Every time 
Kyle is startled, it gets harder and harder to pull himself away from the verge of completely 
flipping his shit. He doesn’t know why he’s so on-edge, lately; he chalks it up to Eric’s 
persistence and leaves it at that. 


“We were just talking about going down to the court for old times’ sake,” Kenny says. Kyle 
shrugs Kenny’s arm off of his shoulders, glancing over. 


“We...?” he asks, though he knows the answer even before he processes the situation. A 
couple feet behind them, Eric is walking, hands shoved deep into his pockets and expression 
annoyed. The racing of Kyle’s pulse returns; he whips his head to look straight ahead of 
himself again. He says, “I can’t, I’m busy.” 


“Awh, what? No fuckin’ fun,” Kenny says. “C’mon, dude, lets all go get some hoops in.” 
“I’m busy,” Kyle repeats. “I don’t want—” 


“When’s the last time we played a game of Horse, anyway?” Kenny asks. “It feels like years, 
and that’s fuckin’ stupid, y’all, yeah? Let’s fuckin’ bond.” 


“Let’s not bond,” Eric cuts in. 


Kyle’s skin crawls; he remembers his fears of home. He can’t go home, he can’t. Ike is sick, 
he’s vulnerable, and he’ll be safe as long as Kyle can keep an eye on Eric. The further away 
from home he does so, the better... and the court is pretty far. In comparison to Kyle’s house, 
at least. Even though Kyle feels like throwing up, he grabs Kenny’s arm and says, “Y’ know 
what? Actually, let’s do it, it sounds fun.” 


“See?” Kenny beams. “Convinced ya!” 


“Kyle,” Eric says, and although it’s almost comical in the normalcy it displays, Kyle cannot 
help but read it darker than it appears on the surface. This low, almost drawn-out quip of his 
own name— it unsettles him to the deepest core of his muscles. He wants to run, away from 
Eric. He wants to be as far away from him as possible, but he can’t. 


Kyle will be the wall between Eric and his family. Whatever Eric throws at him, Kyle will 
not break. 


The three move away from the tree to instead stand at the mouth of the path’s entrance. 
“Eric, say yes,” Kenny says. 
“I’m not fucking playing,” Eric says. 


“Just fucking say it, Fatass, you’re coming anyway,” Kyle says. His brain feels like it’s on 
fire, and his tongue scratches against the roof of his mouth as he speaks. He’s not safe, but 
then again, nowhere is safe. Might as well be in charge of his own lack of safety, right? 
Right. 


Kyle notices the silence a little too late to feel unnerved by it. There are other things he 
notices, though. He notices Eric’s blink, and he notices the twitch in his irises, and he notices 
the tiny quirk of a smile trying to break into Eric’s expression. “Oh, am I?” Eric says. 


Abruptly, Kenny breaks between the two of them and shoves Eric. Kyle blinks to catch up 
with the suddenness of the action, and even then, it’s difficult to interpret. Kenny’s expression 
reads playful, but the energy surrounding him is stiff. “Your sex jokes are dumb as shit,” 
Kenny says. The urge to throw up hits Kyle even harder than it had prior, but he forces it 
back with a thick swallow. What does Kenny mean, sex jokes? There was no sex joke— 


Kyle’s entire being is shaking, even as he finally sees Stan walking slowly towards them. 
He’s looking at them, he clearly sees them, but his expression reads to be less than social. 
The idea of going to the court without Stan makes Kyle feel even worse. He steps to Kenny’s 
left, waves his hand high in the air, and calls, “Dude!” 


Stan stops walking and glances around himself, like he can’t believe that Kyle is addressing 
him. The memory of what he told Stan earlier echoes in Kyle’s head, and it burns a heavy 
embarrassment deep in his lungs. After way too long of a pause, Stan begins on his walk 
again, slowly making his way towards them like a skittish animal. “Hey,” he says. 


“We were wondering when you were gonna get out here,” Kenny intrudes. Before Kyle can 
open his mouth to say something akin to an apology or a confession, Kenny begins leading 


the group in their walk. Kyle follows after him, and Stan and Eric meander near the back. 
Kyle doesn’t like having people behind him. 


He feels like he’s in the way. Simultaneously, he feels like he’s being stalked. Kyle glances 
behind himself repeatedly to keep tabs on everything going on behind his back. 


“Yeah, fuckin’ slow-poke, we were freezing out here, goddamn,” Eric pipes up, elbowing 
Stan in the ribs. When Stan returns the gesture, Eric exclaims, “Ay!” 


“Play nice,” Kenny says, tipping his head back in a flimsy attempt at looking behind himself. 
Kyle rolls his eyes and lifts a hand, pushing Kenny’s head back up. Kenny laughs, “Sorry, 
was I intruding on your bubble?” 


“You wish,” Kyle says, though he doesn’t really know what that’s supposed to mean. He’s 
joking. They’re joking. It’s joking, it’s all lighthearted as it’s supposed to be between them. 
He shoots a nervous look behind his shoulder at Eric, who really doesn’t look very interested 
by anything in particular. Kyle’s attention shifts to Stan, who appears to be tired. Stan rubs 
his eyes with the heel of his palms. When he drops his hands, he blinks hard. Kyle wonders 
what Stan is thinking about. He wonders if Stan is thinking of much of anything. 


Kyle feels urged to ask something, to ask Stan what’s going on in his head, but that seems 
like it’d be kind of intrusive. The last thing Kyle would want is to be asked what he was 
thinking about. He affords Stan the same amount of privacy, and keeps himself silent. 


But he has to say something. 
He has to say something. 


“Stan?” Kyle asks, and Stan looks up. There’s that doe-eyed, deer-in-the-headlights look 
again. It’s shiny, light in the sunshine. “We’re going to play some basketball down at the 
court, do you want to come?” 


Stan furrows his brows, glances to the left, and shakes his head. He says, “Nah, I gotta do 
some homework.” 


“Homework?” sputters Eric. He grabs Stan’s hood and lifts it, like he’s looking at something 
on Stan’s back. “I don’t see a fuckin’ backpack, dude.” 


“I know, man, I’m not blind,” Stan says. “I was really stupid this morning and left most of 
my shit at home today, now I have to double down and get everything done from Friday and 
from today...” 


Stan’s eyes meet Kyle’s once more. Kyle feels a little disappointed at the fact that Stan can’t 
come to the court, but he gets it. Kyle himself should really go home and do homework, too, 
but... at this point in time, school is the least important thing to him right now. Kyle nods, 
smiles, and says, “That’s fine, man, there’s always next time, right?” 


Stan smiles back. 


Kyle loves that smile. 


Stan’s house comes up too quickly. Stan stops just at the foot of his driveway. 
“We’ll see you tomorrow, dude,” Kenny says, giving a soft wave. 


“Yeah, see you tomorrow,” Kyle repeats. When Eric says nothing, he forces himself to glare 
— though he doubts it really looks like much of an expression other than wariness. Eric 
grunts something under his breath. Kyle glances at his house, suddenly protective of it and 
upset by the notion of being so close to it with someone like Eric not even a foot away. He 
moves, first, beginning towards the field, and if the footsteps are anything to go by, Eric and 
Kenny start to follow. 


“Wait,” Stan blurts. 


They all stop and turn. Stan looks a little bashful, or maybe the term is embarrassed; Kyle 
isn’t quite sure. Kyle frowns, but Stan is smiling softly. 


“This is going to sound, like, really gay,” Stan says, huffing a laugh from a shallow point in 
his lungs. What does Stan mean by that? Kenny and Kyle glance at each other in confusion. 
Eric makes another scoff of a noise, but otherwise no one does anything to interrupt whatever 
he’s about to say. When the words finally come, they sound soft. “But, can I, like, hug you 
guys?” 


Eric scoffs a third time, harder. Kyle furrows his brows. 


He doesn’t know what Stan’s getting at. He doesn’t know what Stan’s getting at at all, and it 
kind of leaves his mouth tasting... bitter. 


Kenny’s the first to move. With a large grin on his face, Kenny opens his arms up like he’s 
actively trying to imitate an airplane. “Group hug!” Kenny shouts. In a flash, Kyle is back to 
having Kenny’s arm around his shoulders. He winces at the contact, very much not 
appreciative of it, but understanding the motive nonetheless. He stumbles forward 
begrudgingly. Soon enough, Kenny, Stan, and Kyle compact themselves in one of the 
warmest hugs Kyle has ever been involved in. His arm hurts, where he has it wrapped tightly 
around Stan. He grips Stan’s shirt, fighting the urge to bury his face into Stan’s chest. 


Kyle panics when he realizes he can’t see where Eric is, or what he’s doing. 
“Get the fuck over here, fatass,” Kyle snaps. Eric makes a sputtering noise. 


“Fuckin’ excuse me? Dude, no way, that’s the floweriest shit I’ve ever seen, like hell I’m 
getting in on that with you guys,” he says. 


Kyle’s heart pounds. He feels like he can’t breathe, like he’s being hugged too tight. “Get 
over here before I make you!” 
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“You can’t make me do anything, Jew 


I cant see him I cant see him I cant see him 


Kyle tugs away from the hug. He whirls around until he has Eric completely locked in his 
sights. He has his hands in his pockets, but the visual feels like a lie. Kyle recalls the stain 
and wants the imagery to go away. He wants to drop to the ground and curl in on himself, 
acting as a child who believes if I can t see them, they cant see me. The idea of a monster 
under the bed feels true. 


Kyle thrashes when he feels someone grab his coat and tug him backwards. The throbbing, 
pounding, aching of his pulse shoots skyward, and Kyle has to bite hard into his tongue to 
keep himself from screaming for help. He doesn’t know why he’s being grabbed. He thinks 
he might have tried to go after Eric, but he doesn’t really know. He doesn’t know. Everything 
starts to overwhelm him. “I wasn’t going to hit him,” Kyle tries. 


“You were so going to hit him,” Stan says. Kyle wants to cry. He wants to cry. He wants to 
break down into tears and scream J can t take it anymore but he doesn’t. All he does is gently 
hit Stan’s shoulder. 


“Fuck off,” he says but he really just wants to be safe. Stan prods Kyle in the ribs. It makes 
Kyle’s head spin; he wants to flinch away, but he doesn’t have the time to do so. 


Everything starts to slow down again. 
“T love you guys,” Stan says. 
“We love you too, dude,” Kenny says. Kyle nods in response; it’s all he can do. 


Stan wipes his eyes, digging in with his palms. Is he... trying not to cry? Kyle nudges Stan’s 
shoulder. Stan drops his hands, looking at Kyle. They say nothing for a moment. 


Kyle doesn’t know where Kenny and Eric went, but they’re gone. Kyle can’t think clearly 
enough to be scared of that. He bites the inside of his cheek. He tries to focus on the way 
Stan’s face is red. The panic he felt earlier is still there, and he still can’t really understand the 
situation around him, but he knows Stan looks like he isn’t okay. 


“Hey,” Kyle says. 


Stan gently reaches forward, taking Kyle’s hand in his own. Kyle almost expects himself to 
pull away like it’s a burn, but he doesn’t. Kyle has enough control, has enough calm, to return 
the gesture, squeezing Stan’s hand firmly. 


“Are you going to be okay?” Kyle asks. They look at each other. Something in Stan’s eyes 
twitches. Something turns, something prods, and a glint of something new and yet so familiar 
comes into them. His cheeks get red and his nose twitches like he’s emotionally 
overwhelmed. 


But Stan’s voice is so strong when he says, “PI be fine.” 


Kyle thinks. He thinks of the hand grasping his own, he thinks of the softness of Stan’s skin, 
of the heat from the base of his palm, but the coolness of his fingertips. Stan’s eyes are so 
blue, they seem fake. They reflect the sky the way only the ocean could, though Kyle is 


certain that it’s typically the other way around. He doesn’t know how light works, but he 
likes the way it makes Stan seem ethereal. The way it makes him so beautiful. The way it 
makes him so... 


“Are you going to be okay?” Stan asks. 
Human. 


Kyle isn’t expecting that question. He wasn’t expecting it back when they smoked weed in 
Stan’s bedroom, either. Things had been so perfect, then— the idea of being so frustrated or 
upset with something as simple as being gay... 


Kyle craves the simplicity of the issue. It was terrifying when he was living it, sure, but that 
was before he realized there are things more terrifying than the aspects of himself that he 
simply dislikes. 


Kyle feels guilt and regret. He feels unworthy of Stan. He feels unworthy of anything, really, 
but Stan most of all. Like Stan can read his mind, he squeezes Kyle’s hand. 


“PII be fine,” Kyle says, though he’s terrified of that very thing. Stan nods like he gets it. 


They let go of each other. They exchange smiles, and then Stan’s expression reads he wants 
to go inside. Kyle knows how he feels; it’s kind of cold, out here, especially when they’re not 
moving. Kyle steps away, gives a little wave, and leaves down the sidewalk. 


Walking away from Stan’s house, Kyle feels alone. His everything hurts at the knowledge 
that he could have apologized. He could have told Stan the truth, he could have told Stan 
what was going on, he could have had a shoulder to lean on or a friend to cry with or 
something something something other than the agony Kyle feels now. 


Sick to his stomach, he wonders if it was worth it to leave. He tells himself that if Stan is still 
outside, he’ll go back and say everything. If Stan hasn’t gone inside yet, he’ Il confess and cry 
as much as he needs to. Kyle stops walking down the sidewalk. He stares at his shoes for a 
second too long and then looks over his shoulder. 

Stan’s gone. 


It’s just a house. 
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Perfect Men 


Chapter Summary 


“What has he done to you?” Kenny whispers. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter still takes place during the events of SYSBFK Chapter 42: Ecstasy / Elegy / 
Requiem 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


A fresh coat of snow covers the surface of the court. When the three arrive, Kyle’s immediate 
instinct is to clear it away from the cement. He goes around the perimeter of the rectangular 
court, swiping his shoe through the snow as he approaches. Kenny and Eric don’t do the 
same; they linger near the back hoop and discuss the order of play. It’s without much issue 
that Kyle comes to the conclusion that he doesn’t need to be here. Horse can be played with 
two players, a third or fourth are overflow for a longer game. Not to mention, he hasn’t 
fucked around with a basketball in a while. 


This used to be his sport. It was his way of blanking out— clearing his head, so to speak— if 
he was stressed. He guesses that, after being told one too many times he’s not physically cut 
out for basketball, the idea of dropping it altogether kind of stuck. 


“Kyle, dude, come over here,” Kenny calls, waving the basketball around in the air above his 
head. It seems to move with his every breath, though Kyle is fine with brushing that off, too. 
Having cleared a solid third of the court (with the mild consequence of wet sneakers), he 
decides it’s fine as it is and heads over to where Eric and Kenny had dropped their backpacks. 
He slips his own off of his shoulder and sets it down on a small segment of ice-soaked 
pavement. After, he walks to Kenny and Eric themselves. 


“What’s the order?” Kyle asks. He fights the urge to cringe at the darkness in his own tone. 
Not that doing so is very difficult in and of itself, of course; the darkness spreads from his 
voice and settles on his head like a big weight. He’s just not interested in the idea of playing 
today. 


“Alphabetical?” Kenny says, though it sounds way too close to a question to have been 
decided already. Kyle gives him a look. 


“What is that, a question?” he asks. “Are you asking my permission or something?” 


“Whoa, whoa,” says Kenny, bouncing the ball between his hands. “Chillax, Big Max, we 
were waiting for you to finish snow-sweeping before we up and fuckin’ chose.” 


“Okay, fine, that’s great,” Kyle says. “Alphabetical is fine.” 


“Sweet, I’m first, you guys,” Eric says. He makes grabby-hands towards the ball in Kenny’s 
grip. Kyle feels his stomach tense, and without thinking, Kyle snatches the ball before Eric 
can take it. 


“Sorry, did I say alphabetical? I meant reverse-alphabetical.” 


The look Eric gives him is something akin to murderous. If this were anywhere else, Kyle is 
embarrassingly certain that such a look would make him feel panicked. Even where he is 
now, Kyle is extremely tense and unsure. His core feels shaky and gross, like he needs a 
shower or like he needs to curl up in bed and not move again. 


But he needs to protect Ike. 


Something clicks. In Kyle’s brain, something clicks— it’s like turning on a light switch after 
so long. The surroundings change until they’re familiar. The court isn’t just some place 
they’ve come to out of habit, it’s basically a childhood friend, and it’s always liked Kyle 
more than it’s liked Eric. 


“You can’t do that,” Eric says, making another attempt for the ball. Kyle hops backwards, 
moving to hold the ball behind his back rather than in front of himself. Eric growls. “Kyle, 
the fuck?” 


“I can so fucking do that,” Kyle says. “I’m sure Kenny would agree that you shouldn’t 
fucking be first.” 


Kenny inhales, raising both hands up in innocence. “Awh, dude, don’t pull me in on—” 


“What’s wrong with me being first?” Eric asks. His expression tenses. Kyle glares as hard as 
he can. 


“Everything, fatass,” Kyle hisses. 
“Fuck you, Kyle, I’m big boned!” 


“You wouldn’t be if you fucking starved yourself already,” Kyle snaps. “Try that on for size, 
you husky fuck!” 


The court goes very quiet. The pure anger that explodes through every fiber of Eric’s being is 
able to be seen. Kyle bristles automatically at the acknowledgment of the threat; his 
shoulders tense and the fine hairs over his body stand on end. A discomforting chill shakes 
through his spine and readies him with a rush of adrenaline. 


“Kyle—” Kenny says, placing a hand on Kyle’s shoulder. Kyle rolls his shoulder out of the 
grip and takes another step back. 


“Fine,” Kyle says. He withdraws the ball from behind his back, cradling it in the heart of his 
left palm before dropping it down on the cement. It thwacks against the court; the sound fills 
him with something familiar. Satisfying, to say the least. Kyle swallows, catching the ball on 
its upwards return. He begins a slow dribble. “Fine, you want to go first so bad? Prove it, 
Cartman, you and me, right here, right now, best of three shots, nothing’s off-limits.” 


“Um, guys—” Kenny tries to cut in, but it does very little. Eric makes a scoffing noise, 
essentially interrupting whatever thought Kenny is attempting to interject with. 


“Best of five,” Eric says. Almost competitively, Kyle returns the scoff. Eric attempts to steal 
the ball; Kyle bats it out of Eric’s reach and carries it back. His heels draw into the tiny layer 
of snow he hasn’t yet cleared from the other two thirds of the court. 


“What, you pussying out?” Kyle says. “Think you can’t best me in the first three games?” 
“Think you’re going to lose the last three?” Eric quips. 


“You wish,” Kyle snaps. The corners of Eric’s mouth twitch up in a cocky smile. “You’re on, 
asshole. Kenny—” 


“Ref, I got it,” Kenny says. He steps off the court and waves a hand in the air in 
acknowledgment of his newfound role. Kyle appreciates the quick response. 


“Nothing’s off-limits, huh?” Eric asks, flexing his hands into fists and then opening them 
back up again in the cold. Kyle watches the action. He doesn’t process the danger of those 
words. As strange as it might sound, the only thing actively swirling around his brain is the 
overflow from the initial overload. Whatever came beforehand, he can’t recall. It’s just him, 
and this court, and Eric. Kyle is going to win. The adrenaline peppers his skin and makes him 
feel alive. It shakes him to the core, but it makes him feel alive, dammit— it’s just the thing 
he’s been missing. Eric huffs, amused. “Fine, Jew, you’re on.” 


They settle into position at the center of the court. They kick aside snow as they come across 
it, finding there to be little problem in the existence of it. A slightly softer dribble is a small 
price to pay for a best-of-five game of shots. To outside eyes, it must look asinine. They’re so 
fired up over winning the first slot in the play order, it’s almost ridiculous. 


Almost. 


“Alright, y’all,” Kenny calls, taking a few steps to the left so he’s more in-line with the center 
of the field, where Eric and Kyle face off with each other along the center line on the court. 
Kenny lifts his left hand. “Left is Kyle—” 


Kenny lifts his right hand. 
“Right is Eric! On three...” 


Eric’s eyes are such a dark brown, they seem to threaten the very base of Kyle’s resolve. 
Even so, Kyle remains strong; he meets those eyes with his own, unafraid and newly 
confident in a strange, disconnected sort of way. It’s a little odd, really. The more he thinks 


about it, the more it’s like he’s not himself. The more he thinks about it, the less free his body 
seems to be able to move— like he’s tied down, or like he’s underwater. 


“One...” 


And yet, strangely enough, Kyle feels light and free. Detached. Everything around him feels 
like a dream. Everything around him feels full-on fake, like nothing he’s ever experienced has 
ever even happened. It’s such a strange thing, that he almost can’t even remember who he’s 
staring at. 


Kyle tightens his grip on the ball. The firmness of his internal monologue is so distinct, he 
could laugh at the idea of ever feeling so powerless in the first place, because he’s certain he 
has felt powerless among the depths of Eric’s eyes. None of that matters, though. None of it 
matters. None of it matters. None of it matters. None of it... 


“three!” 
Protect Ike. 


Eric comes bulldozing towards him, and Kyle drops the ball against the cement, dribbling to 
the right in pure efforts of avoiding the large mass of Eric’s body. It’s unsurprising that Eric is 
playing on his strengths; he takes up a lot of space. While he might not be great at 
coordinating it, he’s not fucking useless on how to use his weight. 


Kyle makes a direct beeline towards Eric’s net. The dribble gets caught on a seam in the 
cement, which opens up a spot for Eric to steal. He does without so much as a second of 
hesitation, and Kyle’s mind actively works to recalibrate. It seems to take a split second too 
long, but he finally manages. Kyle mentally maps out where Eric might be headed next. He’s 
heading straight for the net for now, but there’s a longer distance from where they are now in 
comparison to where they started. 


His feet hit the pavement, and it feels real. Kyle attaches to that, the firmness of his own 
footsteps. He tries not to focus on the weight and power such a thing issues, and he finds 
himself running backwards, hopping after quickly glancing behind his shoulder to reassure 
himself that nothing is in his way. Eric’s body lurches left in an attempt of cutting off Kyle, 
but there’s this split-second switch in Eric’s eye and Kyle goes the opposite way. Eric doesn’t 
seem to recognize Kyle figured out his fake, with the way he tries to slip by on the very side 
Kyle blocked. 


Kyle reaches out, hits the ball out of Eric’s field with the heel of his palm, and starts on back 
to the net. 


Kyle makes the first point. 


“Not fair,” Eric complains, and he complains loud. He gestures sharply towards where Kyle 
has collected the ball in his arms. “He started off with the ball, he’s obviously going to win 
the point.” 


“That’s not how that works,” Kyle says. It might come off a little cocky, but Kyle kind of 
feels like he’s earned being able to sound that way. He’s energized. For the first time in a 
while, he’s energized and he feels really free. 


Disconnection aside, he feels really, really, really free. 
“PI throw it in, next time,” Kenny says. 
“Rescind his point,” Eric says. 


“T’m not rescinding his point,” Kenny replies. “TIl throw the ball in for the next four plays, 
but I’m not rescinding shit.” 


“I’m sensing favoritism,” Eric huffs. 


“Yeah, yeah, get back to the center,” Kenny says, dismissive. Kyle and Eric obey the order, 
moving back to the center of the court. Their breaths come out visibly from their opened 
mouths. Although only slightly less winded than Eric, Kyle still feels more than ready to 
continue for however long it takes. He’s not used to first of fives compared to first of threes 
— not in more recent days, at the very least. 


“You’re going down,” Eric says, voice hardly over a whisper. From the few feet away Kyle 
stands, it’s almost impossible to hear him. Blood rushes in his ears along with the whoosh of 
his breath in the still air. When the words finally process, Kyle can’t help but feel a little 
taken aback by it. Simple game talk as it may be, it’s still such a contrast to what Kyle knows 
is going through Eric’s head, that he has a hard time fully figuring out if it’s a ploy or 
genuine. 


“You kids ready?” Kenny calls. Kyle and Eric don’t look away from each other for the 
moment, but they nod nonetheless. “Alright, three... two... one!” 


The ball is tossed in, and Kyle makes a move for it. Eric’s arm gets in the way, and soon he’s 
pushed aside— more elbow, than anything else— to stumble over a tiny anthill of snow. He 
huffs, watching his breath collect before his face. Eric starts around him, and Kyle makes a 
move in front of Eric. Eric halts, the gentle patter of the basketball rhythmic and closer to 
background noise than anything. Kyle blinks away some of the weight in his eyelids and 
swipes the ball from Eric. 


Attempts to. 


Eric spins, knocking the ball with his adjustment. In the second of shock from the quickness 
of the move, Kyle loses the ball— and just as such, loses the point for round two. 


“Fucking told you,” Eric snickers, tossing the ball back to Kenny. Neither Kyle nor Kenny 
acknowledges that remark with a statement of their own. They get back into position. 


Another countdown from Kenny, another toss-in, and another round. Eric manages a steal 
that seals the round for him, and Kyle silently beats himself up over the ease he should have 
been able to predict the move. 


Round four is even quicker than round three had been, but Kyle scores the point with the 
pent-up energy which had built from his prior two losses. Eric’s left eye twitches. Kyle’s urge 
to be cocky is overshadowed easily by the sheer strength of instinct. His own expression 
remains stiff and distinguished: determined to win, if not determined to draw this out as long 
as he possibly can. 


Kyle retrieves the basketball from the snow a couple feet away from Eric’s net, turns quick 
on his heel, and makes his way back to the center of the court. The snow he’d not cleared 
away earlier has been swept away with their plays, though some new stuff has fallen from the 
reformed clouds. He tosses the basketball to Kenny, who catches it without issue, fidgeting 
with the thing for a solid second as he says, “A’ight, final round, anyone’s win... y’all 
ready?” 


Kyle looks at Eric, who looks back at him. There’s an expression in his eyes, something that 
looks very vaguely different in comparison to the prior four rounds. Maybe it’s annoyance in 
stealing the game back, or maybe he’s trying to keep up his confidence. Kyle doesn’t have 
enough time to consider any further ideas before Kenny starts the final countdown. 


For the last time, the ball is thrown in. Kyle hops up, snatching it from the air before Eric can 
succeed in his own reach. As soon as Kyle has the ball in his possession, as soon as he begins 
the dribble, he darts as quickly as possible around Eric towards the net. He glances behind 
himself when he gets to his goal. Eric is running quickly towards Kyle, and he’s rapidly 
closing the distance between them. Kyle makes a risky move and lifts the ball to his shoulder, 
steadying with his left hand and aiming with his right. As quickly as he can, Kyle locates 
where he intends to aim and 


Somehow, Eric has completely closed the distance. From that, the presence snaps into reality 
and there is a tight grip, extremely firm on Kyle’s ass. All of the breath rushes from Kyle’s 
lungs. His fingers dig into the basketball, nails trying to create crescent-shaped slivers into 
the rubber. He stares up at the white net, at the black rim and the falling-apart, cracked 
backboard. 


Eric’s hand does not move from its grasp on Kyle. It squeezes impossibly tighter. Kyle’s 
nerves alight on fire in a matter of seconds, prickling tingles of needle-points and pinpricks— 
it sends a shiver down his spine and makes him want to whirl around and smack Eric in the 
face with the ball he still has yet to let go of. 


But he can’t move. 

He— 

He can’t move, Kyle can’t move, he’s stuck here and no one’s doing anything and he’s... 
Heat collects in his cheeks, his sinuses burn, tears filling in his eyes. 

Move. Move. Just move. Fucking move. 


Kyle tries to speak, tries to say, “Let go of me,” but it doesn’t work. His voice won’t come, 
his throat just closes and his face continues to burn. He tries again, swallowing the dryness of 


his mouth and mouthing the command more than whispering it. He draws in a breath, and 
that’s the loudest thing on the court. The shakiness of it, the high-pitched, gasp-like noise that 
tears from his chest. 


“Hey, hey, HEY!” Kenny shouts. Eric’s grip adjusts, but doesn’t let up any. Kyle’s back is 
stiff. He can’t see what’s happening behind him, but he hears footsteps and he hears fabric 
jostling. Then Eric’s hand is forcefully removed. “What the FUCK, Eric!” 


“He said nothing’s off-limits,” Eric says, tone self-believing and smug. “And it kept him from 
scoring, So—” 


“Don’t fucking pull that on me, dipshit! You don’t just do that, motherfucker, my God, you 
absolute piece of FUCKING—’” Kenny takes a sharp breath in, apparently keeping himself 
from exploding. There’s more shuffling. Kyle tries to ignore the fact that he’s paralyzed, but 
it’s so much harder than he thought it’d be. He stares at the net. It’s all he can do. Stare at the 
net. “Take a walk, Cartman, take a FUCKING walk before I beat the snot out of you, Jesus 
CHRIST.” 


Eric clicks his tongue in disapproval. Footsteps trail away from the court, going from solid to 
soft as the terrain being tread on changes. Soon, the sound all but disappears, and it’s 
replaced by closer footsteps, a slighter gait. Kyle keeps staring at the net, even when Kenny 
moves to stand in front of him. 


“Kyle,” Kenny says. Kyle looks at him. Kenny is stiff, on-guard. His face takes on that 
“protective-father” expression. “Kyle, hey, you okay?” 


“T can’t move,” Kyle whispers, voice so hushed he can’t even hear himself. Kenny’s look 
softens. Kyle tries again, saying, “I can’t— I can’t move, I can’t—” 


“Okay,” Kenny says. He gently removes the basketball from Kyle’s hands. He drops the ball 
to the ground. Kenny takes Kyle’s hands and pulls them to Kenny’s chest. He’s warm. Kenny 
is warm. Kenny pulls Kyle into a hug, cradling the back of Kyle’s head with one hand and 
using the other to rub Kyle’s back. “Okay, okay, it’s okay.” 


The touch is soothing. It’s frightening at first, but once it settles, it’s nice. Kyle still feels 
frozen, still feels stuck and imprisoned and unable to move, but he feels a little bit safer. 
Warm. Warm, warm, warm, Kenny is warm. Even from the hug, even while encased in 
Kenny’s arms, even with a hand on his head, Kyle stares up at the net. He counts the sides. 
Of the polygons in the net. Those. He counts them. 


“What has he done to you?” Kenny whispers. His hand stills, and he pulls away ever so 
slightly to look Kyle in the eyes. Kyle can only look back, for a good moment. He thinks. He 
studies Kenny’s eyes, the blue, and the flush of Kenny’s cheeks. Kenny withdraws his hands 
and places them at either side of Kyle’s head, holding just behind Kyle’s jaw. “Kyle, what has 
he done to you?” 


The tension behind Kyle’s eyes rises, and tears build up again. His airways feel thick, and his 
body, no longer utterly paralyzed, thaws enough to instead begin shaking. He pulls his hands 
from Kenny’s chest and hugs himself, grabbing onto his sides and feeling the ache of the cuts 


on his arm as he applies more pressure than he’s used to. He has to stop shaking. Has to. 
Something in Kenny’s eyes changes. They go wide, and then they turn serious. Kenny’s face 
pales. 


“He didn’t... force himself on you, did he?” 
Kyle shakes his head. Kenny seems to relax a bit, at that. 


“Then what has he done?” asks Kenny. “And don’t try to tell me it’s nothing, because I know 
it’s not, alright? He’s done something, I know he has.” 


Kyle tries to turn his head, to look around for where Eric is. He doesn’t like not knowing. He 
hates not being able to see Eric, or pinpoint where he might be. With a more firm attempt, 
Kenny lets go, dropping his hands to Kyle’s shoulders. Kyle glances around until he 
pinpoints where Eric is, near the copse of trees a solid few hundred feet away from the court. 
His posture is tense, and Kyle can make out the fact that he’s kicking snow. He’s angry. 
About what? Getting caught? 


“Kyle, let me help you—” 


“He hasn’t done anything,” Kyle says. “The only thing he’s done is grope me a couple times, 
it’s not that big of a deal.” 


It goes dead quiet. Kyle watches Eric continue on his way towards the trees. Kyle looks back 
to Kenny, who has gone pale again. “Not that big of a deal?” Kenny asks. “What do you 
mean, not that big of a—” 


“T mean it’s not that big of a deal,” Kyle says. “I mean, people have gone through worse, 
right? Sure, it’s fucked up, but it could be worse.” 


[ you’re so very fun 

think I might have to thank you 
onto his back 

wrists, instead 

becoming thin and brittle in 

my own hands] 


“Worse?” Kenny grabs Kyle’s right wrist, snapping him out of it... whatever it is. Kyle looks 
up at Kenny. Their eyes meet, and there’s a flush of something. It’s new. This something, it’s 
new. “Dude, the hell? Just this morning you were talking about breaking all of his bones if he 
did it again.” 


Kyle doesn’t know what to say to that. Had he said that? Looking back, it sounds familiar. “I 
didn’t want to show off in front of you,” Kyle jokes, hitting Kenny playfully in the shoulder. 
Kenny scowls. 


“Don’t try to make light of this,” says Kenny. “You froze, dude, that’s a fear response.” 


The shaking starts up again, in Kyle’s hands. He takes an unsteady breath in, reorienting as to 
where Eric is. He’s slightly closer. “Kenny, come on,” he says, voice dry. He takes a deep 
breath in. “Just leave it alone for now, okay? He caught me off guard, is all, and I won’t let 
him get the upper hand on me ever again.” 


As Kyle talks, his vision blurs, just the slightest. He tries to blink it away, but it doesn’t leave. 
It’s an annoyance more than anything. The shaking in his body hasn’t stopped yet. “What?” 
Kenny asks. “You’re making it sound like you’re on-guard all the time.” 


Finally connecting the dots, Kyle grabs Kenny’s wrist. There’s a sinking, nauseous, rolling 
feeling, somewhere deep in Kyle’s stomach. Simultaneously, that feeling is high in his chest 
and clicking in his throat. A lightheaded feeling he hadn’t realized he’d had intensifies to a 
dizzying level. “I hate to fuck up this moment, whatever it is, but I think my blood sugar’s 
low,” Kyle says. 


“Kyle—” 
“I’m not kidding, I’m gonna pass out,” Kyle says. Kenny’s expression softens. 


“Okay,” Kenny says. He glances over his shoulder, like he’s watching out for something. 
Kyle follows his gaze without thinking, and finds himself surprised by the lack of anything 
that’s there. Eric is still too far away to hear (he has to be, he can’t hear from that far away, he 
can’t, he’s still closer to the trees than the court), but Kyle can’t rid himself of the feeling that 
something isn’t right, here. 


The shaking of his hands... 
He has to eat something. 
“Okay,” Kyle says. “You keep doing that, I’m gonna—” 


“Nope,” Kenny says. He grabs Kyle’s arm, firm, like he’s ready to act as support. “We’re 
going to sit you down, and I’Il grab your kit, okay? Sound good?” 


“Yeah,” Kyle says. “Sounds good.” 
“Cool, let’s go.” 


Kyle hums his affirmative. They walk towards the edge of the court where their bags are. 
Kenny lets go, and Kyle sits himself down on the ground. When he makes a move for his 
backpack, Kenny waves him off and retrieves Kyle’s kit for him. 


Kenny hands it over and Kyle takes it. It doesn’t take long for him to check his levels, and 
when he manages, he’s down to 63. Okay, great. Nothing is okay, and nothing is great, but it’s 
a positive mental attitude that counts. ““What’re you at?” Kenny asks, sitting himself down 
between Kyle and Kyle’s bag. Kyle shows Kenny his meter and Kenny makes a noise. He 
pulls Kyle’s backpack into his lap, ready to grab what’s needed. “What pocket do you keep 
your snacks in?” 


“Just grab my lunch box, it’s in the second pocket.” 


Kenny unzips the second pocket and pulls out Kyle’s lunch box. He hands it over. Kyle takes 
it and opens it. Kenny sets Kyle’s backpack down on the ground in front of both of them. 
Kyle retrieves his mostly-uneaten sandwich. “What the fuck, man?” Kenny says. “You didn’t 
eat? No wonder your blood sugar’s low, fuck.” 


“Don’t,” Kyle says. He unwraps the sandwich and pulls out a package of Cheez-Its. He holds 
it out for Kenny to take. “Here, I know you like Cheez-Its—” 


“No, I really shouldn’t eat—” 


The court falls silent. Kyle looks Kenny over studiously. With the strange reaction stiffening 
the air, Kyle can’t help but notice the way Kenny’s holding himself. The way he’s slouched a 
little, the way he’s not making eye contact, the way he’s fidgeting with his fingers. Kyle 
frowns. “You okay?” 


Kenny shrugs. “Not really.” 


“Do you...” Kyle glances down at the sandwich in his lap. He glances back at the Cheez-Its, 
still held out for Kenny to take. “Do you wanna talk about it?” 


“Not really,” Kenny repeats. 
“If you ever want to—” 


“I don’t,” Kenny says. He straightens up just enough to take the Cheez-Its. He grins. “Thanks 
for these, my sister’ll love ‘em.” 


Kyle watches as Kenny shoves the bag into his pocket. It strikes a nerve Kyle never knew he 
had— and urges Kyle to push his own food away. He forces himself to stop thinking about it 
and picks up his sandwich. Before he takes a bite, however, he pauses. He says, “Y’know, I 
don’t want to be pushy, or anything, but... itd mean a lot if you ate something.” Kyle pauses. 
“T have more than just Cheez-Its, too, so, anything in my lunch box is fair game for you.” 


“T don’t need it,” Kenny says. “Thanks, though.” 
Kyle nods and begins to eat his sandwich. 


Kenny presses his lips together, tight, until his mouth is just a thin line. After a moment’s 
hold, Kenny releases the tension, and sighs. He opens his mouth to say something further, but 
whatever it is, he doesn’t end up saying it. They both remain silent. 


A few minutes later, Eric is back at the court, his hands in his pockets and his expression 
exasperated. He stands in front of Kenny and Kyle, looking down on them 


“Great, I’m back from my stupid walk,” Eric says. He sounds vaguely out of breath, which is 
probably from the walking he did. Kyle makes a point to try not to look at him, instead 
focusing on putting the plastic wrap from his sandwich back in his lunch box. Eric picks up 
on the avoidance, looking Kyle up and down so quick but so intently that Kyle feels 
extraordinarily uncomfortable. “What'd you nerds talk about, anyway? How my dumb joke 
traumatized the Jew?” 


Kenny looks like he’s about ready to punch the daylights out of Eric, but once again, he holds 
himself back. He leans back on his palms, which push into the cement behind him and hold 
him upright. “Fucking lay off, Cartman,” says Kenny. “Do you know what it feels like to be 
groped? No, I don’t think you fucking do.” 


Eric bristles. “Excuse me,” he says. A strange passion lights in his eyes, so intense that Kyle 
doesn’t know how to process what he’s seeing. Eric pulls his hands out of his pockets. “I 
know what it’s fucking like to be groped, asshole, but I also know the difference between a 
real threat and a goddamn joke, shit.” 


“What the fuck ever,” Kenny says. “Just don’t do shitty things to good people, alright?” 
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Eric scoffs. “Yeah, because Jews are ‘good people’. 


“We’re done here,” Kenny says. He pushes himself onto his feet. He glances around for the 
basketball. When he finds it, he picks it up and tucks it under an arm. “We’re going home, all 
three of us, we’re all fucking going home, end of story.” 


“What?” Eric sputters. “But we haven’t even done a rematch—” 


“Fuck the rematch,” Kenny says. “Kyle’s blood sugar is low, he needs to chill, and I’m 
fuckin’ beat, so let’s skedaddle and forget about this mess of an afternoon, a’ight?” 


Eric shoots a murderous look Kyle’s way. In an attempt at self-preservation, Kyle tries to 
return the look. He doesn’t know if he succeeds. He doesn’t. For the sake of his family’s 
wellbeing, he hopes he did. Kyle shoves his lunch box and kit back into his backpack and 
stands. 


Kenny leads the way, grabbing his backpack from the snow-coated grass and beginning 
towards home. Kyle picks up his own backpack and follows. Eric does the same. At the point 
in the walk where Kenny needs to split off from the group to head to his own neighborhood, 
he waves back at Kyle with a smile. It’s hard to say, but it looks shaky, like he doesn’t really 
have the energy to be firm about his own cheerful attitude. Eric doesn’t so much as react at 
the fact that Kenny is separating from them. 


Such a thing worries Kyle. Without thinking, he glances over his shoulder to see what Eric is 
up to. He looks absolutely pissed off. For a long while, Eric stares at his shoes. 


Until he doesn’t. 
And their eyes meet. 


Kyle flinches and turns back around, ducking his head to watch the sidewalk pass as they 
walk. 


Kyle’s house comes up first, the green of it almost lucid among the dream-like state of the 
rest of the world. 


For a moment, for a single moment, Kyle watches Eric keep walking. He walks the few 
houses it takes to get to the light green house of the Cartman family. Kyle watches him as he 


pulls his keys out of his pocket, unlocks the door, and steps into the house. 


With a brain full of disorientation, Kyle stalks up his own driveway. He pinpoints one-two- 
three large cracks, all of which he can’t say he remembers being there even as recently as this 
morning. It concerns him, but at the same time, he is well aware that it’s likely just an 
illusion. He chokes back the stiffness in his throat and climbs the steps to his door. He pulls 
his keys... 


He... 
Wait... 


Kyle’s movements are jerky as he glances around himself, shoving his hands into his jean and 
coat pockets. He pats his jacket, just in case he left his keys in an inside pocket, but he feels 
nothing abnormal. He shrugs off his backpack. His throat feels stuck, full of the beating of his 
heart. He hears it in his ears. He tugs open the zipper on the smallest front pocket. Nothing. 


Nothing, nothing, nothing... 
Where the fuck are his keys? 


He put them in his pocket. Distinctly, he remembers picking them up from the driveway after 
he’d dropped them in surprise. After Eric had grabbed him and pulled him behind his house, 
after Eric had /et him go. But his keys aren’t where he remembers putting them. 


Kyle glances around himself, scoping the neighborhood. It’s empty; no people in sight. There 
isn’t a pickpocket around here, right? No. This is a tiny town in Colorado, there’s no 
pickpocketing here. It’s such a strange phenomenon that it’d be immediately noticed, right? 
There are no crowds to be lost in, and Kyle hasn’t been distracted by anyone. He hasn’t 
been... 


Kyle’s gaze narrows, and he focuses so intently on the lock that everything else blurs and 
darkens. He inhales. 


There’s no spare key. 
Kyle doesn’t have a spare key. 
He can’t get inside his house. 
Oh fuck. 
You can’t get inside. 
He can’t get inside. 
You're stuck outside. 


I'm stuck outside. 


He’s stuck outside. 
You're locked out. 


He’s locked out of his own house, how the fuck does that happen? How the fuck does that 
happen? That’s not a normal thing, right? No, no, this doesn’t happen. Kyle searches his 
pockets again, because he definitely just missed it. His key’s still in his pocket, it has to be. 
Where the fuck...? 


There’s pressure on his shoulder, sudden, and Kyle whips around to face whoever is touching 
him. All of his breath rushes out when he catches sight of Eric. Kyle’s reaction had been so 
sharp, even Eric had recoiled, both hands raised in the air like he’s trying to proclaim his 
innocence. The idea of such a thing is ridiculous, of course, but Kyle’s brain is so scattered he 
can’t be fucked to do much more than base-level thinking and association. 


“Chill the fuck out, Kyle,” Eric says. That’s when Kyle pinpoints the odd shape dangling 
from one of Eric’s hands. It glints in the light, a silver circle hooked around the first knuckle 
of Eric’s index finger, connected to a chain, connected to a— “You forgot your key.” 


Kyle avoids eye contact and reaches out, careful in the retrieval of his house key. He grabs it 
without any issue. The fact that Eric is being so still is so strange and stressful that Kyle feels 
the paralysis begin to take over his bones again. He doesn’t blink, he doesn’t swallow— hell, 
he hardly breathes. He just stares. Eric stares back, though that only lasts for another minute 
or two. 


“Go ahead,” says Eric, nodding towards the door. “Open it.” 
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Kyle’s body moves automatically, turning just enough so he can reach the lock and press the 
key inside. He watches Eric out of the corner of his eye, even as he turns the key in the lock 
and waits for the click. Kyle pulls the key out of the lock and twists the doorknob, stepping 
inside. He puts the key into his pocket. 


Pounding. His heart is pounding, it’s making loud whispering noises in his ears with each 
rush of blood through his veins. He can’t draw in a full breath, and the tunnel vision turns 
into wide-screen. With his hand still wrapped firmly around the doorknob, Kyle removes his 
backpack and sets it down next to the coat rack. He stands a foot inside his house and waits 
for something to move. Or happen. Anything. 


But nothing does. 
Kyle turns around, letting go of the door only to grab it with his other hand. 


Eric is just a hair closer, standing just outside of the boundary of the Broflovski family’s 
house. His hands are in his pockets, and he’s staring at Kyle. Watching Kyle. Waiting for 
something, though Kyle can’t imagine what the hell he could possibly be waiting for. 


“Well?” asks Eric, voice expectant. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” 


Nausea swells from Kyle’s stomach to his chest. His body sways with every beat of his heart, 
but that sway is so minimal it’s basically nonexistent. He can feel it more than anything, 
bumping against his ribcage and making a cold sweat break out over his skin. He draws in a 
breath. 


Whispers. 
“Come in.” 
Eric does. 


More than that, Eric pulls his hands out of his pockets, grabs Kyle’s arms, and steps forward. 
He pushes Kyle ahead of him, forcing Kyle to stumble backwards blindly. Eric kicks the front 
door, and it closes with a slam. Kyle’s pulse skyrockets, but his breath somehow remains 


even and quiet. His eyes go wide, and he almost trips over his own feet as Eric keeps pushing 
him back. Pushing and pushing and pushing until the backs of Kyle’s shins meet the side of 
the coffee table. 


“You told him, didn’t you?” Eric asks. He speaks so fast, he’s almost inaudible. Kyle shakes 
his head. 


“I didn’t tell anyone,” Kyle blurts. “I didn’t tell anyone, I swear, I didn’t tell anyone.” 
“Shut up,” Eric says. “You told him, you told Kenny, I know you told Kenny.” 


“I didn’t tell Kenny—’” Eric tightens his grip on Kyle’s left arm, digging his fingertips and 
thumb into the hearts of the cuts. Even through three layers of fabric, it freezes a cold ache 
down his arm. An involuntary whine of pain pulls from Kyle’s throat and he yanks his arms 
back, managing to loosen Eric’s grip. Inexplicably, this urge, this rush of adrenaline and fight 
instinct washes over Kyle, and he snaps, “I didn’t fucking tell him! I wanted to, but I didn’t, 
now lay off!” 


The firmness of Kyle’s tone seems to satiate some of Eric’s hunger for revenge, in whatever 
twisted sense of the word might be applicable. Kyle’s heartbeat refuses to calm down. It’s 
been going so fast for so long. Kyle can’t even feel it anymore. 


Eric’s grip slides from Kyle’s forearms to Kyle’s wrists. It’s not as painful, but it’s still 
unendingly uncomfortable. And it’s silent. The living room is full of only Eric’s breathing 
and the blood rushing in Kyle’s ears. 


“You didn’t tell him,” Eric finally says, as if recognizing safety. Kyle swallows before 
nodding an affirmation of that statement. In that moment, Eric’s grip drifts until it dissipates 
completely. Eric takes a step back and laughs. Genuinely, literally /aughs in relief. “Jesus, 
Kyle, you really had me going there, don’t do that.” 


Kyle says nothing. He rubs at his wrists to push away the feeling of being grabbed so tightly. 


“So...” Eric trails off, and suddenly, it’s awkward. Like they’re acquaintances, rather than 
people who have known each other for their entire lives. Like Eric isn’t ruining Kyle’s life 
minute by minute. Like it’s normal, and Kyle invited Eric in or Eric invited Kyle in and 
suddenly, it doesn’t matter whose house they’re occupying. “You home alone?” 


“Yes,” Kyle says. Dad must have taken Ike to the appointment. The house is so silent, there’s 
no way anyone is still here. There’s still a blanket on the couch from when Ike was sleeping 
down here. Kyle looks at Eric, watches his body language. Kyle observes the way Eric rubs 
his palms off on the sides of his letterman jacket, the way he purses his lips in thought, the 
way he glances around the living room like he’s never been here before. Speaking of Ike... 
Kyle swallows. “What are you doing?” 


Eric doesn’t cease in his casual demeanor. His pursed lips tighten for a second, though that 
quickly fixes when he says, “What do you mean?” 


“What are you doing?” Kyle repeats, unwilling to give any more information up if he can 
help it. If Eric doesn’t know about Ike’s condition, Kyle would rather not be the one to tell 
him about it. Eric is silent, glancing at the stairs, examining the ceiling like it’s the most 
curious thing in the world. Kyle can’t help but snap, “What the fuck are you doing?” 


“Ay, ay, quiet down,” Eric says, patting the air downward in gesture. “Is this about your 
snotty baby brother?” 


“So it is you,” Kyle says, face heating. He lets go of his wrists and steps forward, shaking an 
accusing finger at Eric. “What the fuck are you doing to him, you asshole? What the fuck are 
you doing to my—” 


Eric’s jaw sets, and that’s the only hint Kyle gets that something is going to happen before 
Kyle’s wrists are snatched out of the air again. Kyle swallows, only to choke on his own 
saliva. Eric’s face draws close— too close for comfort, too close for any sense of neutrality. 
Kyle can feel Eric’s breath on his face. Kyle can smell Eric’s cologne, and his sweat, and the 
fabric softener Miss Cartman puts in with the laundry. 


Kyle growls. “Eric—” 


“T’d watch your tone, if I were you,” Eric hums, calm in all senses of the word. He steps 
forward until their chests are flush, which doesn’t really take much. Kyle instinctively tries to 
step back, but he doesn’t get anywhere. His balance is knocked off from the fact that his shins 
are pressed between the coffee table and Eric’s own legs. He almost falls, but Eric lets go of 
Kyle’s left wrist in favor of wrapping an arm around Kyle’s back, steadying him. 


Kyle would rather have fallen. 


“I never said I did anything to the damn kid...” Eric’s grip around his waist tightens. The arm 
circling Kyle’s body is warm in a bad way. It’s warm in the way unwanted touch is warm. It’s 
prickling in the way unwanted advances are prickly, like Kyle’s skin is being rubbed with the 
teeth of a comb. “Say, when’s the last time you saw him eat, hmm?” 


Kyle’s stomach sinks. 


“Well, jeez, Kyle, you sure do love to jump to conclusions when I’m involved, don’t you? 
Even when I’m not involved, actually...” Eric lets go of Kyle’s other wrist. Eric uses his 
newly-freed hand to caress Kyle’s cheek, around Kyle’s cheekbone and down across his 
jawline. Kyle’s skin buzzes, a ticking bomb waiting to explode. 


Eric’s eyes are deep. Swampy, glistening. Eric’s pupils are full, blown bigger than Kyle feels 
they should be. 


Kyle squirms, pushes his palms against Eric’s chest, tries to pull away, only to be met with a 
tighter grip around his waist. Eric’s other hand ceases playing with Kyle’s face, and instead 
grabbing the bottom of Kyle’s jaw. Kyle tries to jerk away, but Eric is stronger than Kyle’s 
attempt. Kyle’s eyes go wide. 


It feels cold. 


“How do you expect me to forgive you?” Eric says, and it’s soft, practically a coo. “I’d really 
love to forgive you, Kyle, I don’t want you to be this troublesome, but I understand, it’s in 
your genes, it can’t be helped...” 


The corners of Eric’s mouth slide up in a smirk. 


“Are you ready for that new task of yours, Jewliet?” Eric whispers, breath hot and thick 
against Kyle’s mouth. Kyle doesn’t dare close his eyes. He doesn’t dare swallow. Eric 
inhales, and in a slow, hushed whisper, Eric tightens his grip on Kyle’s jaw and says, “Can I 
be your Romeo tonight?” 


Their lips meet. It’s not a kiss, Kyle will never call it a kiss, because kisses are meaningful. 
Kisses are romantic and lovely and wanted. This is none of those things. It’s flesh against 
flesh and Eric’s body against Kyle’s. It’s an inescapable pinch of Eric’s forefinger and thumb 
against the bottom of Kyle’s chin. It’s the movement of Eric’s mouth as he searches for 
intimacy that will never be there. 


It’s the prison of Eric’s arm, wrapped unflinchingly, around Kyle’s waist. It’s the squeezing of 
Eric pulling Kyle closer, until their fronts are flushed from head to toe and Kyle’s hands, 
shocked and unable to move, are forced to grab at the folds of Eric’s letterman jacket. It’s 
closed eyes from fear of seeing what’s being done to him. 


And it’s fight. 


The agitation builds and builds and builds until Kyle’s urge to fight overshadows his urge to 
freeze. 


Kyle leans back, turns his head away sharply, and pushes Eric away as forcefully as his 
muscles will allow. Eric lets go and stumbles back a step. Kyle doesn’t think before he lifts a 
hand and slaps Eric as hard as he possibly can across the face. 


Eric’s head turns with the impact. 

Quiet. 

Breathe. 

Kyle can hardly hear. It is just a ringing. 

A constant, disorienting, single-toned ringing. 

“Get out of my house!” Kyle snaps, cheeks hot and eyes burning. 
Eric is utterly still until he says, “I hate you.” 


Kyle’s heart stumbles in his chest. Eric looks up, eyes lit aflame. His face is so red, it rivals 
the threat of the same tint in his hair. Eric inhales. 


“I hate you!” Eric repeats. “I hate you!” 


Something douses the flame in Eric’s eyes. Eric blinks, and the fire is back, brighter— a tinge 
in the light reflecting in his irises. Eric forces a shallow sound from the back of his throat. 


“You and your perfect little lineage, you and your perfect little family, you and your perfect 
little traditions topped with a fucking candle from your God-forsaken menorah, 1 HATE 
YOU!” 


The house almost seems to shake with the power behind Eric’s screaming. Kyle can only 
stare. At the way Eric’s cheeks flush darker. At the way Eric’s fists clench and unclench at his 
sides. 


“Don’t you get it?!” Eric shouts. “Don’t you fucking get it? You have everything, you have 
EVERYTHING, YOU HAVE EVERYTHING AND I HAVE NOTHING! J HAVE 
NOTHING AND I NEED—”’ 


Something inside of Eric shatters. In an instant, the loudness he’d procured goes louder, 
booming. 


“_T need something!” Eric almost seems to gasp for his next breath. “I need a reason, I need 
a purpose, I need a past, I need something to be a part of! I NEED TO BELONG, TOO!” 


The house falls quiet with the sounds of Eric’s breathing, the sounds of pure anger. Eric 
hunches, curling his fingers through his brown hair and grabbing, pulling. 


“But I don’t,” Eric says. “I have no traditions, I have no ties, I have no knowledge of where 
the fuck I came from other than some bullshit nothing-town in Nebraska, Kyle, and you will 
never understand how lonely it is to come from a bullshit nothing-town in Nebraska.” 


Eric looks up. His eyes are dead. 

In that moment. 

In that sliver of a moment. 

Kyle is reminded of when Stan was at his worst. 

Eric snarls. 

“You perfect Jewish man from New Jersey,” Eric spits. 

Eric turns and storms out of Kyle’s house, slamming the front door behind him as he leaves. 


Kyle is left shocked to his core. He’d expected a reaction from his retaliation, sure, but... 
that? What even was that? 


Did that really just happen? 


Kyle finds a spot in the carpet, that’s way too distinct. It’s deeper than the other portions of 
carpet which surround it. It’s a stain in the house, a stain in an area that’s otherwise clean. He 
stares at it as he considers Eric’s words. 


The sharpness of them, the way his face had grown so red, the way he’d shouted them as 
loudly as he possibly could. 


Logically, Kyle knows the meanings of them. He can string them together and comprehend 
exactly what Eric had been trying to get across, but at the same exact time, it’s muddy and 
unclear. Swiftly, it disorients him, leaving him covered in ants that try to burrow under his 
skin. 


He rubs at his own wrists, trying to rid himself of the feeling, and when that doesn’t work, he 
rubs at his neck. His skin feels sticky, and he thinks that might be from sweat. He decides he 
needs a shower. 


Kyle locks the front door and heads upstairs. He grabs a clean change of clothes and hops 
into the shower. The water hits his skin and only seems to highlight the fact that he feels 
gross. He scrubs himself until it burns (tactfully avoiding being rough with his still-not- 
healed-yet arm), and only gets out when his heart speeds up and his head feels light. 


He dries himself off, though has to pause halfway through the action to sit on the floor with 
the towel wrapped around him and catch his breath. He can’t get a whole lot of air in. A little 
dizzy, he wonders if he needs to drink something, or if he’s low again. He waits for his heart 
to calm down. 


Kyle stands back up and finishes drying. He pulls his change of clothes on. It’s nice to be 
clean, even though he doesn’t legitimately feel much different than he had before. His 
shoulders just feel raw, and his hair is wet. He brushes his teeth to get the feeling of Eric’s 
mouth off of his own, and makes a point not to look himself in the mirror. He leaves the 
bathroom just in time for the front door to open. 


Making his way downstairs, he sees that Ike and Dad are back home. Ike shrugs off his 
jacket. From Eric’s earlier words, Kyle can’t help but notice Ike’s arms. He looks the way he 
always has. He tries to remember the last time he saw Ike eat. 


“Welcome home,” he says. Dad and Ike look over. 


“Hello, Kyle, how was your day?” Dad asks. Kyle recalls Eric screaming at him but pushes 
the thought away. 


“Kinda boring,” he says, shrugging. “Went to the court and played basketball.” 


“I wanna play!” Ike says, perking up significantly. He’s smiling. Dad seems a little stiff at the 
mention, glancing at Ike. 


“It’s getting late, and you need to eat something,” Dad says. “You both need to eat 
something.” 


Ike pouts. “But I wanna play basketball,” he says. 


“We’ve already come back from basketball,” Kyle says. He walks the rest of the way down 
the stairs and sits down on the couch. Ike still looks upset. “How’d the appointment go?” 


“It went fine,” Ike says. Dad still looks stiff, and he’s taken twice as long as usual to hang his 
jacket up on the hook. Kyle gives Ike a look, but Ike doesn’t seem too keen on explaining 
anything. “Basic stuff.” 


Catching on to the fact that he won’t get any answers right this second, Kyle nods and makes 
a sound of understanding. He pulls his feet up onto the couch with him, tugging the sleeves 
of his sweatshirt down over his hands. Even though he’s fully covered, he feels like they can 
see the bandage. Ike already knows it’s there, but Dad doesn’t. He wants to keep it that way. 


Under-wraps, so to speak. 
Ha ha. Very funny. 
Christ, Kyle hates himself. 


“T’m going to start on dinner,” Dad announces. He makes his way to the kitchen. When he 
passes the couch, he ruffles Kyle’s hair. Kyle rolls his eyes. Dad disappears into the kitchen. 
Kyle grabs the TV remote from the coffee table. Ike sits down on the couch next to him as he 
turns on the TV. He flips through channels. 


“Huh, looks like Better Off Dead’s playing in twenty,” Kyle says. 
“Better Off Dead?” asks Ike. “What’s that?” 


Kyle looks at Ike incredulously. “What do you mean, ‘what’s that’?” he says. “It’s a classic 
movie, Ike, are you telling me you’ve never seen it?” 


“I’m telling you I’ve never heard of it,” Ike says. 


“That’s changing right now,” Kyle says. He changes to the channel so they can keep 
background noise on while they wait for Better Off Dead. Kyle puts the remote down. 


“What’s this movie?” Ike asks. He picks up the remote and clicks the pause button. He 
squints to read the title. “Real Genius?” 


“Real Genius?” Kyle asks. “What is it, Eighties Movie Day?” 
“This quality is crappy,” Ike says. Kyle rolls his eyes. 


“It was made in eighty-five, Ike, of course the quality’s crappy.” Kyle takes the remote from 
Ike and presses the play button. The movie resumes, though stutters to catch up with the 
television’s continued airing. He puts the remote on the coffee table and leans back, watching 
the remains of the ending. There’s about fifteen minutes left. 


“Wait a second,” Ike says. “Is Better Off Dead the movie you and Stan always watch?” 
“Yeah,” Kyle says. “It’s Stan’s favorite eighties movie.” 


Something clicks. 


“Oh, shit,” he says. He pushes himself up from the couch. “Stay there, Ike, I’m gonna ask 
Dad a question.” 


Kyle makes his way into the kitchen, pausing near the dining table. Dad’s preparing chicken, 
cutting it into chunks. His sleeves are pulled up. It’s a little gross to watch, because chicken is 
kind of a slimy meat. Kyle shakes his head. 


“Dad?” Kyle asks. 
“Yes, Kyle?” he says, continuing to cut the chicken. 
“Can I invite Stan over?” Kyle asks. “His favorite movie’s on, I don’t think he realizes it.” 


Dad pauses in his ministrations for a second, glancing up. There’s a look in his eye, like he 
knows something. He smiles. “Sure, go ahead.” 


“Okay, thanks,” Kyle says. He makes to turn, but he stops before he does. “Oh, and can he 
stay for dinner?” 


“If he wants to,” Dad says. 
“Cool.” 


Kyle leaves the kitchen and makes his way to the front door. He kicks his shoes on and pulls 
on his coat, though he probably won’t need it. While cold, the temperature isn’t exactly low 
enough for it to be necessary on such a short walk. 


“Where are you going?” Ike asks. Kyle looks up just in time to see Ike has perked up where 
he sits on the couch, head tilted in curiosity. 


“T’m gonna go invite Stan over,” Kyle says. 

“Because Better Off Dead is playing soon?” Ike asks. 

“Yes,” says Kyle. He crouches next to his backpack and retrieves his keys, just to have them 
in hand. His head spins in mild panic when he realizes his keys aren’t in his backpack. 
Automatically, he checks his coat pockets. Sure enough, they’re already there. 

Right. 

He’d forgotten. 

Of course they’d be in his jacket. 


Eric had... 


“Um... Kyle?” Ike mutters. His voice is slow, low in his throat. The tension from it is clearly 
audible; it layers the air around them like winter gear. 


It’s funny. In a matter of seconds, he feels... it feels wrong. He looks up from his backpack. 
Ike is staring out the window. His face is lit up by red and white. 


For a solid minute, Kyle has no idea where the fuck the red and the white are coming from. 
The shading and bright spots don’t process within his head. It’s the look on Ike’s face that 
gets him to turn, examining the way the glass in their window shines with the changing 
shades. Red. White. Red. White. A lot of red. White. 


And blue. 


Kyle shoves to his feet and fumbles with the lock on the front door. He doesn’t feel his body, 
even as he rips the door open and almost falls off of his stoop. He pounds down the steps and 
darts across his lawn. 


Police. 


An ambulance in front of Stan’s house. Kyle sees the lights. The red, the white, the 
alternating colors on the front of the vehicle. 


Kenny is there. He’s standing on the sidewalk with his phone in his hand, staring at the same 
lights that Kyle feels so blinded by. 


The world spins around like a carousel and Kyle almost trips on his feet. He kicks a section 
of ice and snow and it crackles from the spreading warmth of very early spring. Kenny hears 
the noise and turns around. 


Kyle stares at the paramedics and keeps walking. 
Running. 

He’s running. 

He doesn’t remember starting to run. 

But he’s running. 


He runs and runs and runs until he hits something solid. He sees Stan’s front door is open and 
he sees Stan being carried out on— on— fuck, what is that, a stretcher? Kyle’s never seen a 
stretcher in real life before. 


He’s not moving. 

Stan’s not moving. 

Stan’s eyes are closed and Stan’s not moving. 

There’s an oxygen mask on Stan’s face and Stan’s not moving and why isn’t Stan moving. 


Kyle pushes against the solid thing that blocks him. The solid thing stumbles backward but 
doesn’t let him pass. He struggles. 


“Kyle, Kyle, don’t look,” the solid thing says, wrapping its arms around Kyle and holding 
him still. 


Kyle looks. 


Paramedics and stretchers and oxygen masks. There are police a little ways down the road. 
One officer is talking to a paramedic, another is talking to another police officer. 


The stretcher bounces and Stan’s body moves with the bumps and cracks of the end of the 
driveway. The paramedics are careful. 


They all disappear behind the ambulance. 

Stan disappears behind the ambulance. 

Someone screams. 

The solid thing grabs the back of Kyle’s head and pushes it into the solid thing’s chest. 
Kyle hits the solid thing. The grip tightens. 


The world pounds so hard it shatters Kyle’s brain. It erupts like a volcano. It pulses like the 
beating of a rabbit’s heart. Everything that Kyle hadn’t realized he was missing returns in a 
slamming torrent. Everything. 


He scratches his way up. He grabs the solid thing’s shoulders and pulls his head out of the 
grasp. 


The solid thing is Kenny. 

Kyle digs his nails into Kenny’s shoulders. 

Kyle stares over Kenny’s shoulder. At the house. The Marsh House. Where Stan lives. 
Because he’s alive. 

Kyle tries to walk forward. Kenny catches him, pushes back against him, hugs him tighter. 


“Stop,” Kyle says. He drops his head against Kenny’s shoulder. He breathes in the scent of 
dirt and snow and sweat. The musk of Kenny’s parka. “Stop, Kenny, I have to talk to him.” 


Kenny’s hands latch onto Kyle’s jacket. “Kyle—” 


“Better Off Dead is playing,” Kyle says. “Stan loves Better Off Dead, he loves that movie, he 
loves it, it’s his favorite, we were going to watch it together because it’s playing.” 


“Kyle—” 


Another attempt forward. Kyle’s feet push into the cement. More desperate. He doesn’t 
move. More resistance. 


It’s one of those dreams. 

Where he needs to run. 

Except the harder he tries, the harder it is to move. 
It’s one of those dreams. 

He’s in gelatin. 


“Let me go,” Kyle says. He throws himself against Kenny’s chest. It feels like Kenny throws 
himself back. To keep him at bay? To keep him away? “Why are you keeping me from him? 
Kenny, let me go, I have to ask him if he wants to watch Better Off Dead.” 


“He loves you,” Kenny says. He sounds breathless. Like he ran two hundred miles. Like he 
doesn’t have lungs anymore. His voice cracks, wheezes, whines. “He loves you, he loves 
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you. 


“Why are you telling me that?” Kyle asks. “Stop telling me that and let me go, let me go! 
LET ME GO TO HIM!” 


“He loves you,” says Kenny. Kenny buries his face into the junction between Kyle’s shoulder 
and neck. Kyle feels Kenny’s breath. Heat. Wet. Cracking. “He loves you he loves you he 
loves you—” 


“WHY WON’T YOU LET ME GO TO HIM?” 
“_he loves you—” 

“No, no, no, STOP!” 

The ambulance is gone. 

“_he loves you—” 

“NO!” 

Kyle doesn’t know where it went. 
“_he loves you—” 

“STAN!” 

Police are staring. 

“—he loves you—” 

Kyle screams, wordless. 


It sounds like the scream from earlier. 


Kenny keeps sobbing “he loves you”. 


Kyle keeps screaming. 


Chapter End Notes 


!!!Suicide is never the answer!!! 

hotline number, if needed: 

1-800-273-8255 

you're not alone. 

list of numbers for those outside of the usa: 
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next update will be posted on wednesday, september 25th 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome 


Up North, Up North, Up North 


Chapter Summary 


Butters’ mumbling finally stops. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 
Purging in a hospital bathroom feels morally reprehensible, but what’s necessary is necessary. 
He’s just lucky it’s empty. 


Kyle washes his hands and rinses his mouth out as thoroughly as he can get away with. When 
someone comes in, he pretends he’d just been washing his face, splashing the water over the 
skin of his cheeks and forehead. His stomach cramps. The guy who’d come in enters a stall. 
Kyle grabs onto the sink and waits for the cramp in his stomach to cease. He chokes down 
the sandpaper of his throat. 


Kyle leaves the bathroom and walks back into the waiting room. He reclaims his seat 
between Kenny and Butters. Mister and Missus Marsh are no longer there. The face of 
Missus Marsh is still burned into Kyle’s mind. The way her expression had contorted, the 
way the tears had fallen down her cheeks and the way her sobs sounded. 


Eric is still pacing. He hasn’t sat down. He hasn’t said a word. He hasn’t looked at anyone. 
He’s just pacing. 


Missus Cartman sits in a corner staring at the same page of the National Geographic 
magazine she’d been looking at when Kyle had left. 


Butters still bumps his knuckles together and mumbles to himself. He’s just been repeating 
the phrase, “Up north, up north, up north...” until it becomes background noise. 


Ike is asleep in the chair at Kenny’s other side. Ike’s leaning against Dad’s shoulder. 
“...up north, up north, up north...” 

Kenny nudges Kyle. 

“...up north, up north, up north...” 

“You smell like vomit,” Kenny says. 


“T told you, I felt sick,” Kyle replies. 


“You sure you don’t want to go home?” Kenny asks. “We might not even be able to visit him 
today.” 


“No,” Kyle says. “I’m staying.” 
“Okay.” 

“I have to be here.” 

“Okay.” 


The silence thickens. Heavy footsteps echo from Eric’s shoes; he continues to pace around 
the waiting room. He glares when anyone walks down the hallway or gets too close to sitting 
in the waiting room they’re occupying. Kyle almost feels like he’s intruding. He’s not used to 
that feeling. He sits tighter in his seat. 


Kyle picks at his sleeves. 


Kenny rubs Kyle’s back. Kyle doesn’t want the contact, but he has a feeling Kenny needs it, 
so he lets it be. 


Butters’ mumbling finally stops. It’s so abrupt, it draws the attention of Kyle. When he starts 
speaking again, it’s different— and louder. With an almost panicked urgency, Butters says, 
“oh, God. Oh, God.” 


Looking sick, Butters covers his mouth with his left hand and uses his right to push himself 
up from the chair. Before anyone can say anything, he hurries to the bathroom. 


Kenny stops rubbing Kyle’s back. He leaves his hand there, though, on the space between 
Kyle’s shoulder blades. 


“Let’s go check on him,” Kenny mutters. He stands up. Automatically, Kyle follows his 
motions. Neither of them manage even a step out of the waiting area before Eric catches on to 
the fact that something is up, and stops a few feet away. 


“Where’re you going?” Eric asks. His hands have been perpetually shoved into his pockets. 
He’s wearing sweatpants instead of jeans, like he had been this morning. 


“We’re going to check on Butters,” Kenny says. 


Eric looks like he has no idea how to act. Like he’s out of his element. Like he’s confused. He 
kicks the floor and shoves his hands deeper into his pockets. 


Kyle can’t help but recall Eric’s words. Even from a few hours ago, they’re more than fresh 
and clear. How lonely it is to come from a bullshit nothing-town in Nebraska. 


And, for the life of him, Kyle cannot figure out why the fuck he suddenly feels the urge to be 
compassionate towards Eric. With all the abuse, all the torture and pure agony— there’s no 
reason why he should be so okay with even the thought of showing him some sort of 
niceness. Eric deserves whatever pain he’s feeling. 


But there’s this urge, as he stares at Eric’s awkward posture, to try and help. To include him. 


“Come on, fatass,” Kyle says, nodding toward the bathroom. “Butters”! probably wanna see 
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you. 
Eric’s discomfort morphs into shock. 
And that morphs into anger. 


“Don’t pity me,” Eric snaps. Kyle doesn’t know where the idea of Eric being pitied came into 
play, but Kyle doesn’t argue. Eric runs his fingers through his hair, disturbing the already- 
messy style he’d had going on. Like he’d just rolled out of bed, or like he’d given up on it. 
That starts a spark of sickening emotion deep down in Kyle’s stomach. 


“Just trying to include you, but whatever,” Kyle says. “Your loss.” 


Before Kyle can recognize the emotion on Eric’s face, he turns around and starts on his way 
to the bathroom. Kenny follows. 


Kyle pushes the door open and steps inside. He expects there to be something going on. 
Maybe Butters would be crying loudly, or maybe he’d be actively throwing up, but nothing 
really happens. One of the stalls is locked. The guy who’d walked in on Kyle rinsing his 
mouth is standing at the sink doing his hair. 


As Kenny moves to knock on the stall, Kyle sends a death glare at the man. He holds his 
expression until the man notices, startles, and walks out of the bathroom in unease. Kyle 
checks the bathroom door for a lock, because fuck everyone else who might need to use the 
toilet, but it requires a key to lock. He crosses his arms over his chest and turns around. 


Kenny knocks on the stall again. 


“Butters?” calls Kenny, voice soft. No sound comes from within the stall— not so much as a 
rustle. Kyle peeks underneath just enough to see shoes. He sees more than that. He sees 
Butters’ lower half. From what Kyle can see, Butters is sitting against one of the stall’s walls 
with his knees pulled up to his chest. Another knock. “Butters, I know you’re in there—” 


“Leave me alone,” Butters says. Kyle recalls saying the same thing to Clyde earlier today. 
“No, we’re not going to leave you alone,” Kenny says. “Come out, please.” 
“I’m sick,” Butters says. 


“You're not sick, you’re panicking,” replies Kenny. “And that’s okay, a’ight? It’s okay to 
panic, I just don’t want you to do it alone.” 


“I’m not alone,” Butters says, stuttering over his words. “You guys are here.” 


“T don’t like there being a closed door between us.” Kenny rests his forehead against the 
metal of the stall door. He knocks again, though it seems more like a nervous fidgeting 
motion than anything else. “Please, I don’t like not being able to see you.” 


Those words make something click. Kenny’s doing more than just knocking. He’s bouncing 
his leg. He’s tapping his thigh with his other hand. He’s holding himself tight, posture tensely 
slouched. 


“Leo, please.” 
He sounds shaky. 


Finally, there’s a noise. The sound of clothing rustling. The sound of shoes clicking on tile. 
The sound of the lock unlatching. Kenny takes a step back when the door opens. Butters 
doesn’t even take two steps out before Kenny latches onto him, pulling Butters into his chest. 


“He said he was going up north,” Butters says. His voice chokes, though, catching in his 
throat like a foreign accent. “I thought he was transferring to North Park or something, I 
thought he wanted to start a clean slate and join their football team because he couldn’t join 
ours, but—” 


“It’s okay,” Kenny whispers. His grip goes even tighter. Butters shifts his arms around Kenny 
to hug back, grabbing onto the fabric of Kenny’s parka. 


“I didn’t know he meant he was going to Heaven,” Butters says. “Kenny, I— I thought that if 
someone wanted to die so much, they’d think they were going to Hell.” 


It’s only when Butters hiccups that Kyle realizes Butters is crying. 


“T didn’t know he thought he’d go to Heaven,” Butters sobs. “Why did I assume he thought 
he’d go to Hell? He’s a good enough person to go to Heaven.” 


Butters’ knees buckle beneath him. He looks like he’s about to collapse. Kenny holds him 
upright. The images from when Kyle watched Stan being rolled away are so faint, but Kyle 
can recall the phantom of Kenny keeping him up. 


“He hugged me,” Butters says. “He hugged me and said he was sorry and that was so unlike 
him, I should have told you—” 


“It’s okay,” Kenny repeats. Kyle, realizing that Kenny seems to be repeating his broken- 
record reaction to fear, cuts in. 


“Butters, you didn’t know,” Kyle says. “You did what you could.” 


“But I didn’t do anything!” Butters says, voice frantic. He tugs away from Kenny, who 
struggles in letting him go. Kenny’s expression is like a lost puppy— a rejected child. 
Butters’ eyes, full of tears, develop anger. “I just stood there and took it! I didn’t deserve a 
fucking apology! I’m going to hell!” 


Everyone breathes. Butters pulls on his shirt. 


“I’m going home,” he says. He walks forward. Kyle steps aside before he gets pushed by 
Butters. 


“Butters, don’t,” Kenny says. Butters doesn’t listen. He grabs the handle of the bathroom 
door. 


“I don’t deserve to see him,” Butters snaps. “I’m fucking going home.” 
Butters opens the door and leaves. 


Kenny and Kyle remain in the silence of the bathroom. Kyle wonders if he’d said something 
wrong. He looks at Kenny. Just like earlier, Kenny has begun to fidget again. He picks at the 
skin on his fingers and rubs the hearts of his palms with his thumbs. Kenny’s anxiety radiates 
off of him like an aura— it’s so different, compared to the composition Kenny usually has 
over himself. 


“He’s not going to be okay,” Kenny says. “Is he? He’s not going to be okay?” 
“Stan’s okay,” Kyle says. 

For a moment, Kenny is quiet. Then, he asks, “What about Butters?” 

“He’s okay, too.” 


Kyle doesn’t know if he believes himself. At the same time, he doesn’t know if it really 
matters. He’s gotten so used to lying, he can hardly tell the difference anymore. Kenny 
doesn’t seem keen on moving from where he stands, so Kyle decides to get comfortable. He 
leans against the wall, arms still tightly crossed over his chest. He watches as Kenny fidgets. 


It doesn’t feel real. 
Here. 
It just doesn’t feel real. 


“I don’t like it,” Kenny says. “I don’t like not being able to see them, is that stupid? Like I’m 
fucking Superman and can save them, if only I’m there.” 


Kyle lets his head drop back against the wall. He sighs. “I don’t know,” he says. “I don’t like 
it, either, though, so I don’t think it’s stupid.” 


“Tt just doesn’t make sense,” says Kenny. “He was fine this morning, dude, he even looked 
happy.” 


“T know.” 


“They say that’s a bad sign,” continues Kenny. “When someone who’s usually really 
depressed suddenly looks happy, they say it’s a bad sign, but I just— I was so fuckin’ happy 
that he finally looked happy, I just didn’t... it doesn’t make sense.” 


“T know.” 


Kenny doesn’t say anything else. Neither does Kyle, but Kyle hadn’t really been keen on 
talking in the first place. He stares at the sink and looks at his reflection in the mirror. He 
thinks about how he shouldn’t have eaten dinner, even if he hadn’t had very much. He’d still 
had some. 


Kyle can’t wrap his head around the concept of eating at such a horrible time. To use the 
words of Kenny, it doesn’t make sense. 


“We should probably head back out there,” Kenny says after a long time. As much as Kyle 
hates to agree, he does. Kenny leads the way out of the bathroom, standing up straight again. 
Kyle trails behind, copying the posture like it’s a game of follow-the-leader. 


Kenny let him in on a few of his thoughts, but Kyle still doesn’t understand what’s going 
through his head at all. 


In the waiting room, Kenny takes his seat. Kyle remains standing. 
Eric is gone. Missus Cartman is still there, but Eric is gone. 

Ike is still asleep. Dad hasn’t moved. 

Kyle looks at Missus Cartman and asks, “Where’s Eric?” 


“Oh, he decided to go home,” she says lightly, adjusting the position of her purse on her lap. 
“He said he wasn’t feeling well, so I gave him the keys.” 


“How will you get home?” Kyle asks. 
“PI call a cab,” Missus Cartman answers. 


It leaves a bitter taste in his mouth, but Kyle lets it be. He steps forward to retake his seat 
next to Kenny, but before he can, he sees Mister Marsh appear from down the hallway. He 
appears frazzled, a bit rustled. It’s late at night, so Kyle can understand why. Kyle doesn’t 
really know what time it is, but it’s late. 


Kyle and Mister Marsh stare at each other. 
Mister Marsh looks away. 

Kyle’s heart sinks. 

Mister Marsh scans the group. 


“You can come see him, if you want,” he says. “Only a couple visitors at a time, though, it’s a 
small room, and...” 


Mister Marsh doesn’t finish the sentence. Kyle can’t imagine why. 


Kyle feels sick to his stomach. 


“How is he?” Kyle asks. Kenny stands up from the chair. Maybe he’s seconding the question, 
or maybe he’s ready to run. Kyle doesn’t know. Mister Marsh shifts. 


“Well, he’s...” Mister Marsh closes his eyes. “He’s alive.” 
Stan’s alive. 

Stan’s alive. 

Stan’s alive. 

Oh, thank God, Stan’s alive. 


Stan’s probably mad. He’s probably pissed off that they saved him. Maybe he’s embarrassed 
to have been seen like that. Maybe he’s crying or upset or doing something else, or maybe 
he’s just staring at a wall or something. Kyle doesn’t know. But whatever it is, whatever 
emotions Stan is going through, they can work through it. 


“Kyle, Kenny, do you boys wanna see him first? Or...” Mister Marsh trails off. His eyes are 
open, but he looks absolutely exhausted. Kyle can understand why. The emotions are still 
high. Even with Stan being fine, the fact that he’d resorted to such a thing is fucking scary. 


“Yeah,” Kyle says. “I wanna see him.” 
“Me, too,” Kenny says. 
So they’re the first to see him. 


They follow Mister Marsh down the hall and into a section guarded by doors that have a sign 
on them. They walk past it too fast for Kyle to be able to read it. Mister Marsh holds the door 
open for them. 


It’s an ICU, just like the one Mom has been in. 
It feels like Kyle’s been hit by a train. 

The ICU is always so quiet. 

With the sounds of machines. 


“He’s in forty-two sixty-eight,” Mister Marsh tells them. Kyle looks at the room. It’s dark in 
there. 


Mister Marsh walks back out of the ICU like being in there too long will kill him. 
Kyle stares at the room. 
Stan’s alive. 


Mister Marsh said so. 


Kyle takes a step. 

Forward, he takes a step... 
And another, until he stands. 
Staring. 

At the room where Stan is. 


Where the lights are dim and the curtains are drawn across the window, and Missus Marsh 
sits at the bedside stroking the hair of the person in it and crying. 


At oxygen tanks. 
It’s an utter shock. 
It buzzes. 

The oxygen. 

It buzzes. 


Oxygen buzzes through tubes of malleable plastic. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Responsibility 


Chapter Summary 


Kyle’s silence would have been taken as snitching in Eric’s eyes, wouldn’t it? 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Mister Mackey’s office is so dim, Kyle can’t see anything clearly. Whatever objects he can 
make out are basic— the trashcan, the desk, Mister Mackey himself. 


The only light in the room comes from the computer’s screen saver, and a small lamp in the 
corner of the office. It flickers so gently, it’s hardly visible. Kyle can see it, though. It 
frustrates him, and makes him want to get up and leave. His stomach cramps and he thinks he 
might puke. He ponders what he might do in that event. It raises his anxiety levels. 


Kyle bounces his leg. 


“T’m sure you know why you’re here, Kyle?” Mister Mackey says, voice taught. Kyle knows 
exactly why he’s here. He’d have to be a fucking moron not to. Even so, though, Kyle shrugs. 
He stares at the trashcan and knows he can just use that if he needs to puke. 


Not that he’ll make himself do that in front of Mister Mackey. It’s just that his stomach is 
churning. The world is sitting still, and yet it won’t stop moving. 


“M’ kay,” Mister Mackey says. There’s shuffling. Kyle doesn’t look up. He stares blankly at 
the trashcan. “You yelled at Missus Asher, Kyle, and I’d like to know why.” 


Kyle remembers cleaning up the cuts on his arm. He remembers throwing away the bloodied 
tissues. The trashcan is a reminder. As stupid as it sounds, it brings it all back. The way Eric 
held him down, made him grip the blade and cut himself. The way it was so cold. The way it 
tore. 


“Kyle?” says Mister Mackey. 


“Why do people keep asking me if I’m okay?” Kyle asks. He finally looks up from the 
trashcan. Mister Mackey has this look on his face. Fake concern. That’s what it looks like. 
Mister Mackey doesn’t want to be here talking about Kyle’s bullshit. “I’m fine, I’m great, 
I’m spick and fucking span.” 


Mister Mackey opens his mouth to say something— probably reprimanding for the cuss word 
— but Kyle interrupts him. 


“Stan’s in the hospital basically on his death bed but no one’s asking about him,” Kyle says. 
He kicks the sole of his shoe against the carpet. Soft and silent and dragging. He imagines 
creating a rift in the floor. Ripping it away, one layer at a time. The idea of clawing at the 
foundations hurts Kyle’s fingers. He fidgets with his sleeves. “No one ever asked about him, 
no teachers gave a damn, even when he came to school after not having showered or shaved 
for a week and wouldn’t look anyone in the eye, even when he was high and staring off into 
space, no one ever fucking asked, ‘Hey, are you okay?’” 


Kyle scoffs. Bitter, maybe. It’s eliciting a reaction in his bones. Or maybe the reaction in his 
bones is eliciting the bitterness? 


“Not that I think he’d be honest, of course, since he was never honest with me when I asked,” 
Kyle adds. He goes back to staring at the trashcan. He looks at the papers inside of it. He tries 
to figure out how much unimportant shit is shoved into that little space. “I just mean, it might 
have been good if someone fucking showed they gave a damn about him, you know? Maybe 
instead of antagonizing him all the fucking time with the ‘stoner-kid’ this and ‘druggie’ that, 
if someone had just gone up to him and asked why he was—” 


Kyle chokes as his throat tries to close. The words, however simple they are, seem to strangle 
him and bolt his spine to the chair. He wants to slouch, and he wants to dip down and curl 
into a ball. He doesn’t. He just keeps sitting. 


He just keeps existing. 


“Ts that why you yelled at your teacher?” Mister Mackey asks. His voice is irritatingly soft. 
Kyle grips the fabric of his hat. He sees a stain on a piece of paper in the trashcan. It’s right 
there. He wants to ask what made the stain. Coffee? Some sort of food? A smoothie? Kyle 
doesn’t fucking know. It’s pissing him off. 


“No, she has one of those stickers,” Kyle mutters. “The Suicide Lifeline ones.” 
“M’ kay,” Mister Mackey says. “And the sticker triggered you?” 


“The sticker has nothing to do with it,” Kyle says. He looks up. Predictably, Mister Mackey 
looks confused. 


Kyle can’t figure out how to phrase it. He doesn’t even know if he wants to, really. The idea 
is ridiculously intrusive. He’s afraid of saying too much, of saying it all so quickly he doesn’t 
even realize he’s said it. He’s scared of telling Mister Mackey that his mother is in the 
hospital, and he’s afraid of telling Mister Mackey that Eric is torturing him, and he’s terrified 
of letting slip the fact that he’s started throwing up on purpose again. 


“It’s just—” his eyes burn. Kyle ducks his head. “teachers put up those stickers, those 
stupid fucking stickers, that say ‘you’re not alone’ and have that number on it, and they talk 
about caring and inclusion and no one being left behind, but they don’t actually practice it 
because they don t care. 


“It’s like we’re just a— just a commodity, or something, like sometimes we’re not even 
human because we’re younger than they are, and they have the autho—” Kyle chokes on the 


word. His stomach flips, and he stares at the trashcan, contemplates if he’ll need it. He 
doesn’t. He breathes. He changes the word. ““—they have power, or whatever, but we’re not 
stupid, okay? We know pandering when we see it, we know what it looks like when people 
are covering their own asses just enough so they won’t get sued for fostering a place for 
bullying or whatever the hell.” 


“M’ kay...” 


And that’s all Mister Mackey says for a moment. Just that little word, an acknowledgment. 
Not even a very good acknowledgment. Just an acknowledgment. 


Kyle doesn’t know why he’s still here. He doesn’t know why he’s talking, and he doesn’t 
know why he’s trying to articulate it. He feels sick to his stomach and shaky. His head hurts 
and his heart feels like it’s not even trying to beat, anymore, like there’s this weight on it that 
refuses to allow him respite. It’s been there since last night. 


How is he supposed to function? How is he supposed to keep going? How could this all 
possibly matter? 


“And you’re upset about that,” Mister Mackey says. “Because people act like they care, 
m’kay, when they really don’t seem to?” 


“No shit,” Kyle scoffs. 


“That must be really hard,” Mister Mackey says. And now he’s doing that thing. It’s 
condescending. It’s fucking annoying. 


Kyle rubs the back of his neck. It hurts. 


“It might not seem like it, m’kay, but I can assure you that the teachers really do care,” Mister 
Mackey says. “And if you’re ever having any troubles, they’re always open to talk to—” 


“Someone who’s in trouble doesn’t always want to approach someone,” Kyle snaps. He drops 
his hand from his neck and rubs at his wrists. His fingers meet the texture of the bandage on 
his arm. He fidgets with it. He picks and prods at the hem. His tugs are gentle enough so it 
won’t come undone. He can’t afford to get blood on his jacket. 


“M’ kay,” says Mister Mackey, frowning. “That’s a little unfair, don’t you think, Kyle? 
Because sometimes it’s not obvious that people are struggling, m’kay, and it can look a little 
odd when a teacher tries to insert themselves into their student’s business.” 


As much as Kyle hates to admit it, Mister Mackey has a point. 
It hurts so much. 
To know that, it hurts so much. 


And Kyle’s staring at the carpeted floor of Mister Mackey’s dim office, where Kyle’s sitting 
in a fucking squishy arm chair that’s too soft for its own good, and he’s breathing and 
blinking and wearing clothing like it’s a normal day, but it’s not. It’s not a normal day, 


because Stan isn’t here. Stan’s in the hospital, with tubes in him, in a coma, because he tried 
to kill himself. 


Because Stan was in so much pain that he wanted to end it all. 
And at least half of that pain was Kyle’s fault. 


“How are you supposed to help, then?” Kyle asks. His voice cracks. “How are you supposed 
to help someone when they won’t talk to you?” 


“Sometimes, m’kay, you can’t help someone,” Mister Mackey says. “As much as you might 
want to, m’kay, you can’t, because it’s up to whether or not that person wants help, m’kay.” 


There are so many things that Kyle could say, but he doesn’t say any of them. He wants to get 
it, but he can’t wrap his brain around it. He wants to understand, but his head won’t stop 
pounding. He keeps staring at the trashcan. 


The stain is still there. It looks like the same exact stain that was underneath the kitchen table. 
In that moment, Kyle is certain that the hallucination of the stain under the kitchen table was 

a vision of the future. Of this stain, in this full trashcan, as Kyle sits, empty, talking to Mister 
Mackey the day after Stan— 


Kyle looks away from the trashcan. He slouches in his seat. He rests his elbows on his knees 
and drops his head into his hands. He keeps bouncing one leg, even though it’s 
uncomfortable given his position. He can’t stop moving. If he stops moving, they’ll die. His 
mom and Stan will die. 


“T understand this is hard, m’kay,” Mister Mackey says. “I can’t imagine just how horrible it 
must be, m’kay, with Stan in the hospital like this.” 


They’re both going to die. Two of the most important people in his life are going to die 
within days of each other, aren’t they? That’s what’s going to happen, right? He’s going to 
fail the Game and Eric will kill his mother and Stan won’t make it. But he can’t comprehend 
that. He can’t fucking imagine a world in which Stan doesn’t exist. It just doesn’t make 
sense. It’Il never make sense. 


“So you’re acting out, m’kay, and that’s normal, that’s what a lot of people do when in 
difficult circumstances,” Mister Mackey says. “But it’s not necessarily healthy, m’kay, and I 
think it’d be a good idea to try and talk about what’s going on rather than bottling it up until it 
explodes and you do something drastic, m’kay.” 


Kyle doesn’t reply. He doesn’t want to reply. In many ways, he can’t reply. 


It is silent for a while. Kyle stays curled in on himself, and Mister Mackey keeps doing 
whatever it is that Mister Mackey does. Twiddling his thumbs, or whatever the fuck. 


Being here is a waste of time. 


“Kyle,” Mister Mackey says. His voice is different, more sympathetic. “Would you like to go 
home for the rest of the day?” 


Kyle can’t go home. He needs to stay at school and get good grades so he can get into a good 
college and get a good job. 


Because the world keeps fucking turning, no matter who leaves it. 


Kyle sniffs as the tears come to the corners of his eyes. He tries to blink them away, but they 
won’t leave. They just fall onto his jeans, making wet spots on the denim. 


“Would you like me to call your father to come pick you up?” Mister Mackey asks. “Because 
I can do that, I can dismiss you for the rest of the day, it’s not a big deal, m’kay...” 


Kyle presses the heels of his palms into his eyes and rubs them free of tears. He sits back up. 
His eyes are still raw, still watering, and his mouth feels foreign, but he’ll force himself to 
stay together until he’s alone. He’s not going to cry in front of anyone. He’s not. He’s done 
doing that. He’s done embarrassing himself, and he’s done making a scene. 


He just wants to lock himself in his bedroom and forget he, and everyone else, ever existed. 
“Okay,” Kyle says. 


“M’ kay.” Mister Mackey withdraws the pad of dismissal notes. He tears one off and starts 
writing on it. When he’s done, he picks up the phone and dials a number. He has a brief 
conversation basically explaining the situation to Kyle’s father. Now it’s just a waiting game 
for his dad to show up. 


Kyle stands. 


“Kyle, before you go,” Mister Mackey says, “I’d like to talk to you about something else, 
m’kay.” 


Kyle can’t imagine what else Mister Mackey would want to talk about, but he sits back down 
nonetheless. 


Mister Mackey sits forward, scooting in a little closer, like he’s about to say something 
secretive. Kyle becomes a little concerned. There’s a desk separating the two of them, but 
Kyle likes having his space. Without thinking about it, he presses himself deeper into the 
chair he sits in. 


It’s quiet for a second. 
“T noticed,” says Mister Mackey, “That you have a bandage on your arm, m’kay.” 
Kyle’s stomach twists and his heart falls. 


“Could you tell me a little about that?” Mister Mackey asks. “About what happened, how you 
got hurt?” 


Kyle tries to keep calm. He tries to breathe normally, but he can’t really remember what it’s 
like to breathe normally. He can’t really figure out how to compose himself normally because 
he’s forgotten what normal is. He shifts, wrings his hands together. He’s been silent too long. 


“Did you hurt yourself?” 


Mister Mackey’s voice is so firm, so serious, it’s almost funny. Kyle has never heard him 
sound like that. 


Kyle should say no. He really should just say no already. Why isn’t he saying anything? 


He sees his bedroom and Eric’s eyes. He sees the blood on his arm. He feels the press of 
Eric’s lips on his own. 


A calendar made of Jew skin. 
“T fell,” Kyle says. It’s so stereotypical, so basic, that he almost cringes at his own reply. 
“You fell?” repeats Mister Mackey. 
“Yeah,” says Kyle. “I honestly fell and hurt my elbow, it’s not a big deal.” 
“You hurt your elbow.” 


Why is Mister Mackey repeating what Kyle is saying? Kyle becomes skeptical of Mister 
Mackey’s existence. 


“I don’t mean this in a disrespectful way, m’kay,’” Mister Mackey says, “But the bandage 
isn’t high enough to be an elbow injury, m’kay.” 


How the fuck does Mackey know that? Kyle pulls his sleeve further over his hand. He’s been 
doing his best to hide the damn bandage. How the fuck does Mackey even know he has it on? 
He hasn’t worn short sleeves in public, he hasn’t taken off his jacket, he hasn’t— 


He was fidgeting with it. 
He was fidgeting with the fucking bandage. 


“I understand if you don’t want to tell me,” Mister Mackey says, “But I want to make 
absolutely sure, m’kay, that you’re not going to go home and do something to harm 
yourself.” 


“I won’t,” Kyle says, perhaps too quickly. He swallows. “I won’t, I swear, I won’t.” 
“M’ kay.” 


But Mister Mackey doesn’t look convinced in the slightest. Kyle wonders if Eric is hearing 
this. If Eric bugged Kyle’s phone... 


Eric will know and kill his mother and then Stan will die and— 
If Eric thinks that Kyle’s trying to rat him out by staying silent about it... 


Kyle can’t have that, he needs to be able to— 


“Please don’t tell my dad,” Kyle blurts. 


Mister Mackey’s expression goes from unconvinced to concerned in a matter of seconds. 
“Don’t tell your dad?” 


“Don’t tell him,” Kyle repeats. “Please, don’t.” 

“...m’kay,” says Mister Mackey. “So you did hurt yourself, then?” 
The blade pressing against his skin. 

It’s his own hand, making the cuts. 

It’s lead by Eric, but it’s Kyle doing the damage. 


“It was once,” Kyle mutters. “And I’m never doing it again, I swear, please don’t tell 
anyone.” 


But the look on Mister Mackey’s face... 
Kyle knows he made a mistake. 


“Kyle,” Mister Mackey says, “I’m legally and ethically required to notify your parents and 
make a report, m’kay.” 


Oh, fuck. 
Oh, fuck what has he done? 


It’s not a lie but it’s not the truth. What is he supposed to do now? What’s going to happen? 
How is he going to get himself out of this mess? What if his parents make him go to the 
hospital to get the cuts treated properly and they see what the cuts are and they put him into 
the psych ward? He can’t protect anyone in the psych ward, he can’t do anything in the psych 
ward. 


The air is so thick. It coats his lungs on every inhale, and he can’t breathe. 


He’s lost in the knowledge that he has doomed himself, that his mom will not be okay and 
Stan will not be okay and Eric will hurt Ike the way he’s hurt Kyle and it’s too much. More 
than that, it’s hell. 


Kyle drops his head into his hands like he had earlier. It’s hopeless. 


He listens as Mister Mackey retrieves the phone once more to call Kyle’s dad. He listens to 
the conversation, however brief it is. That Mister Mackey wants Gerald to come up the 
counselor’s office when he gets here, that they have some things to talk about. 


Things. 


Like it’s something less dire than Kyle cutting himself. 


Even though that’s not what happened, even though it also kind of is. Kyle wouldn’t be able 
to explain it to someone, even if this whole situation was over. How does he explain to 
someone, in words, that he was held down and forced to cut himself? He doesn’t have the 
vocabulary to explain the logistics of it. He doesn’t have the ability, or mental fortitude, or 
anything. He’s losing the things that kept him in control. He’s losing his ability to be safe. 
He’s losing everything. 


“It’s going to be okay, m’kay,” says Mister Mackey. Kyle tucks his head further, grabbing the 
sides of his hat with his hands. The sick feeling in his stomach tightens. “It’s good that you 
told someone, m’kay, because now we can help you.” 


“T don’t need help,” Kyle whispers. 


It feels like seconds, but in reality, it’s almost ten minutes before Kyle’s dad enters the office. 
By then, Kyle isn’t quite as close to completely shattering, but he’s still very much near the 
edge. One wrong move can set him off. He’s able to see so much around him. It’s no longer 
as dim in the room. He feels like he needs to survive, like he’s surrounded by predators, even 
though he really isn’t. 


Dad looks unsure, but only slightly, as he closes the door behind him and sits in one of the 
chairs. 


“Hello, Mister Broflovski,” begins Mister Mackey, like a greeting will help. Like a greeting 
will soften the blow of your child cut himself. It’s not true, though. 


It is, but it’s not, it’s— 

Impossible. 

“Hello,” Dad replies. “What’s going on?” 

“As you know, I’ve been talking with Kyle for a little bit, m’kay...” 


Kyle can’t. He has to tune out. He stares at the trashcan and the stain within it and thinks 
about nothing while the images of being held down replay themselves in his head. While his 
nerves light on fire like it’s happening again, like he needs to run away, like he needs to 
protect himself. It makes the ache in his stomach worsen. 


He wants to lock himself in the bathroom at home. He wants to force himself to throw up 
until he can’t anymore. He loses himself in the images of doing that. He finds comfort in it 
when nothing else is around to comfort him... 


How does he describe it? The way Eric got into his room, so silently, the way he grabbed him 
by the wrists and pushed him onto the bed... 


...maybe he’d drink water when he was done, just to have something else to get rid of. 
Maybe he could do it in a repetitive cycle until he died. Then he wouldn’t have anything to 
worry about. And the world would keep turning, keep spinning, even while he’d be gone. 
Because he’s inconsequential, he’s... 


...pulled down grabbed pulled up, what happened? He can’t remember, it just snaps to the 
part where Eric is behind him, making him cut himself, and the cold of it all... 


...essentially nothing, he’s not really important in the grand scheme of things, he’s just 
another speck on this planet lost in the system of nothing. He just exists because things exist. 
He thinks this is what he was supposed to live to. He thinks this is how far he was supposed 
to get. He thinks about the bridge and wonders if jumping off would be doing the world a 
favor... 


...there are parts missing, he can’t remember how he got from point A to point B. People 
wouldn’t believe him even if he wanted them to. Even if he was able to tell someone, they 
wouldn’t believe him. There are too many details missing, there are too many... 


“He’s been hurting himself?” 
Kyle is in an office. 


And he’s staring at a trashcan. He can’t remember what started the train of thought, and he 
can’t really remember what he’s doing. 


“Pm afraid he has...” 
He examines the stain. 
“...I will need to write a report...” 


There’s a lot in Kyle’s head that isn’t being processed. There’s a lot of visual and auditory 
information that isn’t making its way through. It’s clogging somewhere inside his mind and 
leaving him stuck in a loop of the things that have happened before this moment. The present 
cuts through in clips, like distorted audio or video in an editing software, like a fucked up 
tape in a VHS without the static and cracking. 


With silence. 


Please, stop, Cartman, stop— 
Please 
Cartman, Cartman, stop, Eric— 


“Kyle?” 


Kyle flinches, looking up. He’s met with the eyes of Mister Mackey and the half-visible 
presence of Dad. They’re looking at him, watching him like he’s some sort of car crash on 
the side of the road. Kyle blinks, shakes his head, tries to remind himself of the fact that he’s 
in this place and nowhere else, but it’s hard. He feels so scattered and distant, there are so 
many different things in his head. 


He doesn’t know who spoke, but his Dad is standing up— when did he stand up?— and 
saying, “C’mon, Kyle, let’s go.” 


Slowly, Kyle stands up from the chair. He grabs his backpack and follows his dad out of 
Mister Mackey’s office. 


Kyle’s still trying to understand where he is, even as they exit the school. The cold air hits his 
face and helps him snap out of it a little. 


Dad unlocks the car and Kyle opens the passenger’s side door, climbing into the seat and 
dropping his backpack on the floor of the car, nestled between his legs. He closes the door 
behind himself and buckles in. Dad does the same. 


Kyle assumes he’ll start driving, and maybe he’ll be lucky and Dad won’t say anything, 
believe it’s a one-time thing and pretend it never happened... but nothing is ever that simple. 


In a flash, Dad quietly asks, “You’re hurting yourself?” 


Kyle wants to say no. He doesn’t. He doesn’t say anything. That must irritate Dad, or maybe 
it’s just frustrating— the fact that Kyle “hurt himself” and isn’t replying. But it’s an 
impossible situation. He can’t lie to his dad. And since he doesn’t know what the truth is, he 
can’t say anything. 


“Why?” Dad grabs the steering wheel, but he’s not driving. The car isn’t on. They’re just 
sitting, and Dad is grabbing the steering wheel, and Kyle is trying to figure out why. “Why 
are you doing it?” 


“T don’t know,” Kyle says. 
“You don’t know,” Dad says, voice thick. “You don’t know.” 
Dad covers his face with his hands. 


All of this is such a shock to Kyle’s system, he can’t figure out how he’s supposed to 
metabolize it. It doesn’t even make any sense. 


“I’m sorry,” Kyle mutters. 
Kyle stares out the windshield as Dad begins the drive home. 


Kyle keeps his attention on the horizon, forcing away a nausea he hadn’t even realized was 
there. After a while, he closes his eyes and slumps into the seat. 


He wonders what a report is going to entail, if anything. He can only hope it doesn’t impact 
the way his carefully-planned future will unfold. At the same time, though, he wonders if he 
really gives a damn. 


The drive is short. Dad parks. He gets out of the car. Kyle hesitates. He’s lacking the energy 
to manage himself; the thought of lifting his backpack seems insurmountable. But of course, 
he does it anyway. There’s no option to give up. It’s not something he can do. He can’t just 
collapse and cease to function. He can’t just stare off into space and stop pretending his 
thoughts are normal. 


Maybe Dad’s angry. Kyle can’t tell. Dad seems to be... overly calm, about this. It leaves 
Kyle feeling guilty. 


Kyle slowly exits the car, pulling his backpack out after him. He shuts the car door and heads 
up to the house. Dad’s holding the door open for him. It makes Kyle’s heart hurt. 


He doesn’t deserve it. 
Kyle drops his stuff next to the door. He kicks off his shoes, and pulls off his jacket. 


People know now. He doesn’t have to be stealthy about the fact that his arm is wrapped in a 
bandage. 


Dad cusses, and Kyle turns around to look at him. The door is half-closed, and Dad’s hand is 
still on the handle. 


And Dad’s staring directly at the bandage. 


Kyle regrets taking off his jacket. He wants to put it back on, but he can’t move. He feels 
guilty, the way he feels after he lies, the way he feels after being so utterly untruthful— but it 
wasn’t a fucking lie. /t wasn t a lie. Eric was in charge, but Kyle did it. It was a task. Kyle did 
it. Kyle did do it, right? 


“Jesus Christ,” says Dad. He shuts the door the rest of the way and locks it. It clicks. The 
door. It clicks. “You’re cutting yourself.” 


“No, I—” Kyle’s reaction is automatic. Fuck. He pauses. “It was once, just once.” 
“And it warranted an Ace bandage?” 

Well, obviously, otherwise I wouldnt be wearing it. 

“I thought I could...” Kyle trails off. “...hide it better that way.” 

How bitter it tastes, to lie through his teeth. 

Kyle hangs his coat up on the banister. 

“I want you to show me,” Dad says. 


Everything shatters at Kyle’s feet. “No,” he says. He can’t show anyone what’s on his arm. 
He can’t show anyone anything. The thought of anyone knowing what’s really carved into his 
skin is absolutely petrifying. He’ll be sent to the loony bin for sure. 


“Yes,” says Dad. “And I’m going to check regularly, so I know you’re not making a habit of 
it.” 


“I don’t want to show you,” Kyle says. 


“This isn’t an option, Kyle.” 


“No, I don’t want you to see it.” 
“T understand that,” says Dad. “But it’s really important that I know you’re safe, okay?” 


“Please,” Kyle whispers. He swallows. His saliva is so thick in his throat, he’s afraid he’ ll 
choke to death. He’s shaking, and he feels dirty. The only thing he can think of is the feeling 
of Eric’s hands. “Please don’t make me show you what—” 


Kyle cuts off. Dad’s expression twitches. “What you did?” he asks, like he’s finishing for 
Kyle, but that’s not what Kyle was going to say. That’s not what Kyle was going to say at all. 
“There’s nothing to be afraid of, I’m just trying to look out for you.” 


“You’re going to hate me,” Kyle mutters. “If you see it, you’re going to hate me.” 
“T could never hate you,” says Dad. “Let’s go upstairs and take care of this, okay?” 


Dad puts a hand on Kyle’s shoulder and gently ushers him toward the stairs. Kyle, reluctant, 
stumbles in hesitation on the first few steps. He questions why he told Mister Mackey. In the 
moment, it had made sense— he was protecting his family and he was protecting Stan, 
because Eric’s always listening. Kyle’s silence would have been taken as snitching in Eric’s 
eyes, wouldn’t it? It was to protect himself. It was to save them. 


Not because he wants help. 
He doesn’t need help. 
Kyle gives in. 


He walks upstairs and Dad follows close behind. Kyle wonders if he could make a break for 
his bedroom and lock himself in there, but he doesn’t even try. He beelines it to the bathroom 
like his Dad wants him to, and he sits on the closed lid of the toilet. Kyle slowly removes the 
hooks holding the bandage tight, and starts unraveling it. Dad closes the door— to keep the 
privacy, Kyle assumes, of such a sensitive issue. 


Or to protect Ike from seeing it. 
The closer he gets to removing the bandage, the sicker Kyle begins to feel. He perseveres. 


The Ace bandage is off, and all that remains is the actual gauze dressing he’d quickly figured 
out how to fashion himself. He sets the fabric bandage on the counter. The cuts don’t actively 
bleed, anymore. They bleed when irritated, or when the skin is pulled apart from its healing, 
but they aren’t technically completely open anymore. They’ re healing. Slowly. 


Kyle hesitates. He presses his palm over the cotton dressing, hiding it. 


“Don’t freak out,” Kyle mutters to his father. Dad is silent. “I’m serious, please, don’t freak 
out, I can’t handle that right now.” 


“Okay,” says Dad. “I won’t freak out, I promise.” 


Kyle removes the cotton dressing. Air hits the cuts; it’s cold, raw feeling. Looking at them 
feels cold, too. It ices his head until he thinks he might faint. When he cleans the area, he’s 
mastered not really looking at it. But here, right now, it’s impossible not to. The red, thin, 
scabbing lines of the numbers glare up at him. 


11237. 
Kyle remembers the way the razor blade felt in his hand. 


Dad steps closer and takes Kyle’s wrist in his hand. Kyle allows his father to look more 
closely at the scars. It’s like Dad can’t fathom the fact that this is real; the look on his face is 
concerned and perplexed. Kyle doesn’t blame him. 


Dad gently lets go of Kyle’s arm. 


“Okay,” Dad says, and even though he looks angry, he sounds calm. “Okay, let’s take care of 
this.” 


Dad gets out the same stuff Kyle uses to clean and tend to the cuts. The antibacterial 
ointment, the gauze. Dad helps Kyle rinse them under the sink with a small amount of mild 
soap, and instructs Kyle to sit once they’ve been cleaned. Kyle does. 


Dad takes care of putting on ointment, and he takes care of wrapping them in gauze, and he 
takes care of wrapping Kyle’s arm back up in the Ace bandage. Kyle wants to intervene, 
wants to say J can do it myself, but he doesn’t. 


Dad wants to take care of it. 
And... that’s what he does. 


Once it’s all over and done, Kyle stands. He moves to leave, but Dad pulls him into a hug 
before he can escape. The contact is suffocating, and Kyle sees all the things he doesn’t want 
to remember, but he forces himself to endure. Dad pulls away. 


“T’m going to check a few times every day,” Dad says. “I'll help you clean it and make sure 
it’s healing, and as long as you don’t do that anymore, we can take care of this at home.” 


Kyle feels relieved. “Okay,” he says. 


“We’re going to find a therapist,” Dad adds. “We’ll look at nearby clinics and find something 
that fits.” 


The relief sheds a little. Kyle’s nerves make themselves clear; he fidgets with his shirt. “I 
don’t want a therapist,” he says. “I don’t need—” 


“You do,” Dad says. It’s not a discussion. It’s a statement. Kyle guesses it makes sense. “You 
might not want one, but you need one, and you’re going to see them regularly.” 


Kyle looks away. Dad puts a hand on his shoulder. 


“Hey,” he says. Kyle looks back up at him, hesitant. “We’ll figure this out, okay, Kyle? I’m 
not mad, it’s going to be fine.” 


It’s not going to be fine. Stan tried to kill himself. Mom’s in the hospital. Eric’s game is still 
going. 


“I have to finish up something at work,” Dad says. “Your brother’s home, I want you two to 
look after each other while I’m gone.” 


“Okay.” 

“PI only be an hour, at most,” Dad says. 
“Okay.” 

“T really won’t be gone long.” 

“T believe you.” 

Dad leaves. 


Kyle stares at a wall and thinks of it all and wonders if maybe, just maybe, Stan has ever felt 
the same way Kyle does. It seems a little impossible. It’s probably selfish of him, but Kyle 
can’t comprehend someone else feeling so strongly, so numbly, so awfully. 


Kyle leaves the bathroom and makes his way to Ike’s room. The door is closed, which 
basically confirms the fact that Ike is inside. Kyle lifts a hand— a fist, loosely closed, his 
knuckles pressing against the wood of the door. A single, almost silent, knock. 


It doesn’t take long for Kyle to realize he doesn’t have the energy. It doesn’t take long for 
Kyle to realize he doesn’t want to talk to anyone, whether he loves them or hates them or 
somewhere in between. The idea of putting effort in to hold a conversation is so 
unimaginable. He hates himself for it. The fact that he can’t, the fact that he doesn’t want to 
— it makes him feel like he doesn’t care. Or if he does, he just doesn’t care enough, and if he 
doesn’t care enough, does he really truly care at all? 


Kyle opens his hand and presses his fingertips lightly against the door. Little taps, soft 
enough not to be heard... 


He’s so tired it hurts. 
He knocks anyway; he feels it’s required. 


There’s shuffling, probably from Ike moving around inside, probably from Ike heading 
toward the door— which, in a matter of seconds after the knock, opens. Kyle looks down at 
Ike, who looks up at him. He doesn’t look happy, but he doesn’t look at all upset, either. Just 
neutral. Like it’s another normal day, like it’s any other moment in time, like it’s alright, and 
maybe it is. Maybe among everything else, it is normal because Ike perceives it as normal. 


“Dad knows,” Kyle mutters. Ike furrows his brows, like he doesn’t know what thing Kyle is 
talking about. Kyle automatically explains. “About this.” 


Kyle lifts his arm, the one with the bandage. Ike looks at it, expression morphing from 
confusion to understanding. “Oh,” says Ike. He shuffles his feet against the carpet, pursing 
his lips. “Does that mean you’ll tell me why you did it to yourself?” 


Pause. Silence. “No,” Kyle admits. “T1 tell you eventually, I’m just... not ready right now.” 
“Okay,” Ike says. “That’s okay.” 


“It’s almost two,” Kyle says. “Have you had lunch yet? I can make you something, if you 
want.” 


“T could go with some food,” says Ike. “As long as you eat, too.” 
“PI eat.” 
Ike frowns and says, “That’s a lie, isn’t it?” 


Kyle shakes his head. He backs away from the door and starts making his way downstairs. 
He expects Ike to follow, and is surprised when he realizes Ike has disappeared back into his 
room. Kyle pauses on the top step, waiting, because Ike hasn’t shut the door again and there’s 
the distinct sound of rustling from inside. Kyle becomes slightly concerned. 


Ike comes out of his room with what appear to be brochures in his hands. It’s so unexpected, 
Kyle can’t think of anything to say. So, he says nothing. He turns and continues down the rest 
of the stairs. Ike follows. 


They both enter the kitchen. It feels like, every time Kyle enters this damn room, it becomes 
a little emptier, a little stiller. Every day absent of the things he’s deprived of, every second 
away, he feels a little more... not okay. 


It fuels his need to stay empty. He hates that. And he hates the fact that he finds comfort in 
the things he hates. He hates... 


Kyle pulls ingredients out of the fridge. Latkes. He can make latkes. Ike likes latkes, but it’s 
kind of hard not to like latkes. He gets everything ready and starts shredding the potatoes. Ike 
sits down at the dining table and spreads the brochures out in front of him. Kyle glances up 
just long enough to see what the hell he’s doing, but he doesn’t get any answers from 
observation. He squints his eyes to read the titles of the brochures. 


When is Eating Disordered? 
Eating Disorders: About More Than Food 
Detecting Eating Disorders in Your Teen 


Kyle abruptly stops shredding potatoes. 


“Ike, what are you doing?” Kyle asks. He feels sick to his stomach, and maybe that’s a little 
bit ironic, or maybe that’s a little bit too expected. Ike looks up with wide eyes, brows raised 


and making him look almost innocent in this. Like he isn’t really the one who pulled up three 
fucking pamphlets about eating disorders. “Where did you get those?” 


“The doctor,” Ike says, shrugging. “It turns out that, if you’re below a certain BMI, they give 
you this stuff.” 


“Below a certain BMI?” Kyle asks. “They gave you those at your appointment? Just casually 
threw in some eating disorder pamphlets?” 


“It might have also had something to do with the fact that I was, uh...” Ike pauses. 
“|. fasting’?” 


Kyle can hear the quotation marks. He has no idea how to metabolize that information. 
“Fasting?” he asks, the word loud from his mouth. He speaks quickly. “What the fuck do you 
mean, fasting?” 


“Well, I had to get these somehow!” Ike says. He picks the pamphlets up from the table and 
shakes them in gesture. “I don’t know how you do it, honestly, not eating for forty-eight 
hours was hell.” 


“You didn’t eat for forty-eight hours?” Kyle snaps. He leans on the counter, potato and grater 
forgotten on the cutting board. “Why the hell are you talking about this so casually?” 


“It’s not like I have an issue with food, Kyle,” Ike says. “I can fast once or twice and not have 
it be that big of a deal— I do it anyway, we’re Jewish.” 


Yet another reason why Kyle hates having diabetes. 


“T got these for you,” Ike says. He stands and steps up to the side of the counter across from 
Kyle. He sets the brochures down so Kyle can see them. “Ill admit, starving myself probably 
wasn’t the best way to get this stuff, I mean, this is what the Internet is for, right? But I got 
kinda forgetful on an empty stomach, so...” 


“Don’t you dare brush this off like this is nothing!” Kyle snaps. “You starved yourself to— to 
— what, to prove a point?” 


“To get you pamphlets.” 

“To prove a point,” Kyle repeats. “You were proving that you can help me without alerting 
anyone to the fact that, at one point, I might have needed help, right? That’s what you were 
doing, isn’t it?” 


Ike is silent. 


“Christ,” Kyle mutters. Angrily, he resumes grating the potatoes. “You really are kind of 
stupid for a genius.” 


“If we’re sharing observations, I’d like to point out that you’re really mad at that potato.” 


“I’m not mad at the potato, I’m mad at you!” Kyle says. “You endangered yourself for no 
reason! That’s ridiculous! Is that why you were so dizzy? You hadn’t been eating? So you 
could get me pamphlets? What are these pamphlets even supposed to do, Ike? What the fuck 
am I supposed to do with these?” 


Ike goes very, very quiet. He glances down at the shreds of potato on the cutting board. Kyle 
has no sympathy for this kid, at this point. 


“Ts that why Dad was so weird after your appointment?” Kyle asks. “Because he thinks 
you’re developing an eating disorder? Jesus Christ, Ike, you’re going to kill him at this rate! 
You can’t fucking start shit like that, not at a time like this!” 


“Please stop yelling at me,” Ike whispers. 


“Dad had to come pick me up because a counselor at school thinks I’ve been cutting myself,” 
Kyle growls. “Because a counselor at school thinks I can’t deal with the grief of the fact that 
Stan tried to fucking kill himself, because a counselor at school—” 


“You have been cutting yourself, though,” Ike says. “Pretty sure that’s why you’re wearing a 
bandage all the time.” 


“I wasn’t the one who—” Kyle almost doesn’t manage to cut himself off in time. He almost 
lets slip the thing he’s been keeping a secret. He presses his lips into a tight line as he 
continues shredding the potatoes. “I just— that isn’t the point.” 


“Then what is?” Ike asks. “Why are you talking?” 
“I don’t know!” Kyle snaps. “I—” 


Kyle goes silent. He doesn’t even know what he was trying to say. He doesn’t know, and 

since that is the truth, he forces himself to shut up. The last thing he wants to do is fill the 
room with empty words until he admits something that could kill the people he loves the 

most. 


He recalls the way Stan looked in the hospital bed. Recalls the oxygen and recalls sobbing 
into Kenny’s chest because he couldn’t handle it. It comes back to him in a wave of nausea, a 
wave of hell— endless. It’s endless. 


His brain allows himself distance from his body. The world contorts around him without 
actually moving. He feels like he’s spinning. He can’t stop it, and he doesn’t know if he 
wants to. He pinpoints the sound of the shredding and he pinpoints the feeling of his arms 
moving, but he’s so light on his feet he can’t really figure out if this is actually happening. 


Kyle goes on autopilot. 


It feels like a dream. It’s kind of like deja vu, except different— because he hasn’t 
experienced it yet. His brain is just so full of that confusion. It’s complex, to say the least; it’s 
complex and hard to describe and, at this point, Kyle is almost a hundred percent sure he’s 
not actually making latkes right now. 


Kyle is almost one hundred percent certain he is laying in bed. He’s dreaming of making 
latkes. 


He tries to remember what he did today, and can’t. 
So he keeps making latkes. 


He thinks his attention cuts back in when he’s cooking them. It utilizes quite a bit of oil, and 
he thinks they’re splattering, because that’s what oil does when it gets hot. It sizzles and pops 
and splatters and kind of burns, if you’re not careful. 


And then he’s plating them. 


Kyle stops moving and stares at the plate, at the spatula he’s using to give some to Ike, at the 
latkes themselves. He looks up, glances around the kitchen. How... 


How did he get here? 


“Um, Kyle,” Ike says, pushing his plate slightly closer. “Either gimme the potato cake or 
gimme the spatula.” 


Kyle hears the word spatula and mindlessly hands it over. Ike takes it and puts another latke 
on his plate. He sets the spatula down on the counter and turns, sitting at the dining table with 
his plate of latkes and a fork. Kyle shakes his head, trying to reorient— or at least ignore the 
fact that he can’t remember getting to this point. 


He’s confused and he doesn’t know what’s real anymore. 


“Do you want applesauce?” Kyle asks. Ike looks up at him from the table with this look on 
his face. 


“T already have applesauce,” Ike says slowly. “You asked me to get it out, remember?” 
Kyle spoke? 


“Oh,” says Kyle. He spots a plate on the counter that must be his own; it’s empty. He pulls it 
closer and puts two latkes on the plate. Kyle isn’t hungry, but he knows he should eat. 


Whatever is happening— whatever this weird gap in his memory is from— it’s probably 
because he’s starting to get hypoglycemic. 


Though he’s never reacted like this to low blood sugar. 


Ike is eating. Kyle silently leaves the kitchen to grab his kit, which he takes with him back 
into the kitchen. He checks his blood sugar at the counter. 


95. 


He’ll need insulin. 


Kyle sighs and takes out his insulin pen, makes sure everything is in order, and glances up at 
his plate of latkes. Two latkes, twenty grams of carbohydrates (and two hundred fucking 
calories). He’Il need one unit of insulin. Good enough for him. He goes through the motions 
of mixing it. It’s a mind-numbing activity, rolling an insulin pen between his hands and then 
tipping it this way and that, but he supposes it’s pretty simplistic. Maybe he should be 
grateful for it. Once the insulin is ready, Kyle sets the pen down and washes his hands, just to 
be safe. He goes back to the counter, uncaps the pen, cleans the top with alcohol. 


Kyle puts a new needle on, and once it’s all ready and set to go, he turns the dial to the 
correct dose and lifts his shirt just enough to... 


Kyle can’t help but stare at his stomach. He thinks it might be flatter than he’s used to, but 
he’s almost certain that’s just wishful thinking. He pinches an area of skin near his left side 
and injects the insulin. 


Waits ten seconds. 
Stares at his stomach. 


He pulls it out and discards of the needle and cleans up and puts the cap back on and tries not 
to panic. Why did he just do that? Why did he just inject insulin? Now he can’t get out of 
eating. If he doesn’t eat, he’ll go hypoglycemic until he actually eats something. He can’t 
fake it. He can’t fucking fake it, he can’t fake it, he can’t— 


Kyle pushes away his kit and forces himself to eat the latkes he put on his damn plate. 


Immediately after, he feels sick to his stomach. He doesn’t want to keep them down. He has 
to, but he doesn’t want to, and the temptation of knowing he could lock himself in the 
bathroom and get them out anyway is almost too much to bear. 


He ate two of them. 


He ate two of those fucking things. Why the fuck did he have two of them? He should have 
just had one. Two is disgusting. Gluttonous. Two was greedy. He shouldn’t have injected 
insulin. He had to eat and he’ll probably have to eat again later. 


Kyle bites at his thumb nail and allows the thoughts to consume his mind. 


Disgusting. He ate that. It wasn’t meant for him. Others need it more than he does. He’s 
already soft around the edges, did he think eating would help that? It’ll just make it worse. 
He’s fucking gross. He shouldn’t eat anything else for the rest of the day, even if he needs it. 
He’ll treat hypoglycemia with some apple juice and that’s all he’ ll allow. That’s how he’ll fix 
it. No food. 


Food will just make him fat. Bigger than he already is. He shouldn’t be this big. How much 
does he weigh? 128.8? At 5’7”? He should really start writing down those numbers, it’s 
getting harder to remember. He needs to weigh himself more, too. Keep a closer eye on that. 
He doesn’t want to lose control of this. It’s the only thing keeping him afloat. 


“I’m gonna grab something from my room real quick,” Kyle says, alerting Ike to the fact that 
he’ll be absent. Ike looks up from where he’s still eating the latkes. He has the same amount 
on his plate that Kyle had, how is he still eating? 


Just how quickly did Kyle eat? 
That thought makes Kyle feel sick. 


“Okay,” Ike says. “If you take longer than three minutes, I’m coming up to make sure you’re 
not being stupid.” 


“Whatever,” Kyle says. 


Kyle leaves the kitchen and makes his way upstairs, locking himself in the bathroom and 
shedding off his clothes quickly. As much as he hates seeing himself naked, he can’t risk 
making his weight inaccurate. He needs to know exactly how much he weighs. He pulls out 
the scale and steps on it, waiting for it to process, and... 


124.2 stares back up at him. 
It would be less if you got rid of what you just ate. 
He is at 124.2 pounds. 56.3 kilograms. 
Kyle steps off the scale, waits for it to reset, and then steps back on. 
124.2. It hasn’t changed. He logically didn’t expect it to, but... he’d still kinda hoped. 
He steps off the scale again. 


...but maybe it wasn’t accurate those two times. Or maybe he read it wrong. It said 124.2, 
right? Kyle steps back on the scale. 


124.2. 


He’s lost 4.6 pounds. In five days, he has lost four pounds and six ounces. That’s good. That’s 
almost a pound a day. 


He likes that. He likes that a lot. 


Kyle steps off of the scale for a final time and redresses. He pushes the scale back under the 
sink and takes a moment to look at himself in the mirror. 


He just wishes the number on the scale would reflect in his appearance. He doesn’t look any 
better. His arms are still too big. 


Kyle tries to wrap his hand around his upper arm. He still can’t. It’s soft. Disgustingly soft. 
Squishy. There’s too much flesh there— fat, he can almost guarantee. It makes him cringe. 
He lets go of himself and takes a step back from the mirror. 


Looks at his waist. 


His shirt is too baggy to really see his figure, which just goes to show how big this damn shirt 
must be. He lifts it so he can see his stomach. 


He turns to the side. He sucks in. 
That. 
The flat, he wants it to be flat. 


He’ll do exercise. He promises, he’ll do exercise. Maybe tonight, when Ike and Dad are 
asleep, he’ll go for a run. 


It reminds him of running to Stan’s house and the feelings that came with it. He exhales 
sharply. 


Kyle pulls at the skin and flesh on his sides, tries to imagine what it’d be like if it wasn’t 
there. 


Will he ever be able to do that again? Run to Stan’s house, talk to him, hug him, hold him, 
feel him alive? 


Kyle’s afraid he’ll never get rid of it. 

Kyle is afraid he’ll never hear Stan’s voice again. 

Kyle unlocks the bathroom door. 

Ike has just come up the stairs. He stares at Kyle, and Kyle stares back at him. 
Fuck. 

He was just caught, wasn’t he? He was caught doing something wrong. 

“Did you...?” Ike asks. Kyle shakes his head. 

“No,” he says. “I just had to use the bathroom.” 

Ike, for a moment, is silent. “...and you didn’t—” 

“No,” Kyle repeats. “I didn’t do anything, I just peed, Christ.” 


“Calm down,” Ike says. “I’m not, like, accusing you of anything, I just want to make sure 
you’re not... like, purging.” 


Automatically, Kyle says, “I don’t purge.” 
Ike makes a face but doesn’t say anything. 


There’s a knock on the front door. 


Kyle glances down the stairwell before heading down. He glances through the window before 
opening the door, not wanting to let in Eric or some other dangerous creep. 


It’s Eric— 
“Ike stay away from the door—” 
—...and Kenny. 


“What?” Ike asks, coming down the stairs anyway. He accompanies Kyle at the window, 
peeking through it to check himself. “It’s just your friends, why do I need to stay away from 
the door?” 


Kyle swallows and goes to the door, unlocking it. He opens it just enough so the three of 
them can talk. 


He doesn’t trust either of them very much. He hates to admit it, but it’s true. He definitely 
doesn’t trust Eric, but Kenny is in a strange, semi-trusting gray-area that Kyle doesn’t want to 
leap into right now. 


Kenny grins as soon as he sees Kyle. 


“Howdy!” he says, though it’s lacking something that would usually be there. As soon as the 
greeting is out of the way, Kenny’s grin fades, and he looks utterly tired. He swallows. “So, 
uh, Eric and I are going to go visit Stan today, and I was just wondering if you wanted to 
come with...?” 


“Yeah,” Kyle says. He gives Eric a glance. He’s just standing behind Kenny, his hands in his 
pockets, staring right at Kyle. “Yeah, I do, I just— I need to take care of my brother until my 
dad comes home, so...” 


“We can wait,” Kenny says. There’s a beat. “Um... if you’ll... let us in?” 


Kyle shoots Eric another look. Something has changed. “Sure,” Kyle says. He steps back, 
opening the door for the two of them to come inside. As soon as they’re in, Kyle shuts the 
door behind them and places himself between Eric and Ike. He tries to keep Ike behind him, 
but Ike is too social to be okay with containment like that. Ike pops out from behind Kyle, 
hopping to the side so he can look at the two of them. 


“Kyle made latkes, they’re really good!” Ike says. “Do you guys want any? They’re still 
warm.” 


“I don’t know what the fuck a latke is, but I want one right now,” Kenny says. “Where are 
they, the kitchen? Can I just nab one?” 


“Go for it,” Kyle says. 


“Thanks, man,” Kenny says. He disappears into the kitchen. Kyle doesn’t pull his eyes away 
from Eric, not once. 


Kyle processes something new. 
Eric is glaring at him. 
...did Kyle miss a task? He hasn’t checked his phone all day... 


Kyle gently grabs Ike’s arm and pulls him behind himself, once more getting in between Eric 
and Ike. Ike whines. “Kyle, why do you keep doing that?” 


“Yeah, Kyle,” Eric says. His brow seems to quirk in a strange semblance of amusement. 
“Why do you keep doing that?” 


“T will kick you out,” Kyle growls. Every hair on his body is standing on end; he doesn’t like 
having Eric here. He doesn’t like the fact that Eric will be accompanying them to the 
hospital, he doesn’t like the fact that Eric will be there in the same room as Stan, who is so 
vulnerable— even Eric knowing where to find Stan’s room is terrible. 


“What'd I do?” Eric asks. “I haven’t done anything, so kicking me out would be rude, don’t 
you think?” 


“Right,” Kyle murmurs, bitter, “You haven’t done anything, I guess I forgot about that.” 


Eric sits down on the couch, hands still in his pockets. He appears to be chewing on the 
inside of his cheek. His eyes are gazing, finding and... 


Is Eric checking Kyle out? 
Kyle feels sick to his stomach. 
“Get me a latkie, Kyle,” Eric says. 


Ike tries to step out from behind Kyle. Kyle grabs his shirt and pulls him back again. Ike 
mutters, “Hey...” 


“It’s latke,” Kyle corrects. “And I’m not getting you any, get yourself one.” 

Much more firm, Eric says, “I think you should get me a /atkie, Jew.” 

It’s not negotiable. 

Kyle moves Ike ahead of himself before bringing Ike with him on his way to the kitchen, a 
hand on Ike’s shoulder. Ike follows, though appears confused. Eric asks, “Does Ike really 
need to go with you?” 


Kyle stops. Ike looks up at him. 


“What, are you afraid of being alone?” Eric taunts. Kyle doesn’t turn to look at him. He 
wants to, but he doesn’t. He’s afraid he’ll puke if he sees Eric, he disgusts him so much. “Or 
do you just like toting a toddler like he can’t make his own decisions?” 


“T’m thirteen, thank you very much,” Ike pipes up. He steps away from Kyle, crossing his 
arms defiantly. 


Oh, fuck. 

Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck. 

“Just get him a latke,” Ike says. “I’m fine here.” 
Kyle starts, “Ike—” 


“Jeez, leave the kid alone, control freak,” Eric says. Kyle bristles. He gives Ike one last look 
before giving in. 


“Fine,” he says. “Just— Pl... PI be back in a sec.” 


Kyle feels everything inside of him turn to ice as he betrays his protective instincts and enters 
the kitchen alone. 


Kyle is so caught up in the fear of leaving his little brother with such a creep, he almost 
forgets that Kenny should be in here. But he’s not. No one’s in the kitchen. Confused, Kyle 
slowly walks over to the roll of paper towels, and... 


There’s a small sniffle. 


Kyle stops moving. He peaks over the counter and finds Kenny sitting on the ground behind 
it, out of sight of most of the room. He has a latke in one hand, and is using the other to wipe 
away the tears that are gathering in his eyes. 


“..Kenny?” Kyle asks. Kenny flinches, rubbing more insistently at his eyes. He sniffs again, 
an air of finality about it, like he’s trying to assure that this is when he stops crying. 


“Oh, hey, Kyle, ya straight-up snuck on me there, fuckin’ ninja,” Kenny chokes. Kyle frowns, 
pulling a paper towel free and rounding the counter. He sits down next to Kenny. Abruptly, 
Kenny sobs, shielding himself with his arm. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, fuck, I’m sorry—” 


“Hey, hey, it’s okay,” Kyle says. Experimentally, he places a hand on Kenny’s shoulder. 
When Kenny doesn’t shy away, Kyle keeps it there. “What’s going on?” 


“Nothing, I just—” Kenny sniffs again. “I’m sorry, I’m trying really hard to eat this thing, 
I’m just— I can’t, I already used up my five hundred calories on the lunch Butters got me, 
and I know that’s stupid I know it’s stupid but I can’t get it out of my head, I want to eat it I 
just—” 


“No, no, it’s okay,” Kyle says. “Kenny, it’s okay, I understand.” 


Kenny lets out another breathy sob. It’s horrible to see his friend like this. He recalls the way 
Stan looked, bent over the toilet with his fingers down his throat. He recalls the way Stan 
sobbed the words /t doesn t count, tell me it doesn t count. He’d relapsed, but he’d regretted 
it, and seeing Stan break down like that... 


Kyle stands, grabs a latke from the plate, and sits back down again. “Here,” Kyle says. “P1H 
eat one with you, okay? We can both eat one and feel guilty about it together.” 


There’s a moment where nothing happens. Slowly, though, Kenny nods. Kenny finally pulls 
his arm from his face. His cheeks are splotchy and his eyes are so wet, damp and full with 
tears. The amount of pain Kenny must be in, just trying to force himself into eating it... Kyle 
gets it. 


Seriously. 
Kyle gets it. 


They eat together. They don’t watch each other eat, because both of them hate that more than 
they hate eating in and of itself. But they eat, one latke each. It’s kind of hard to get used to 
Kenny’s nibbling pace, which makes Kyle feel even fucking worse about it, if that’s even 
possible. 


Eventually, they finish. 


They don’t say anything about it to each other. They share this mutual agreement that talking 
about it is a step too far. Just doing it is enough, and understanding that it made some sort of 
difference in the long run can be a thanks from the both of them. 


Kyle feels too full, but he knows he’ll be able to get rid of it at the hospital, so he doesn’t 
care. 


They both stand. Kyle grabs a paper towel and puts a latke on it, then brings the items back 
into the living room. Kenny follows once he’s presentable again. 


Kyle’s heart fucking stops when he sees Ike and Eric sitting side by side on the couch. 


“Get away from him,” Kyle snaps, and at this point, he doesn’t know which person he’s 
talking to. They both look up at him. Ike looks brutally confused, and Eric looks knowing. 
Looks cocky. Like a creep. Kyle walks over, shoves the latke into Eric’s hands, and beckons 
Ike to get up from the couch. 


Without hesitation, Ike stands up. He even goes so far as to walk to the other side of the room 
without Kyle telling him to. That’s both incredibly relieving and utterly concerning. Why 
does Ike know to do that? Did Eric say something? Did Eric do something? Kyle swears on 
all that’s holy, he will grab a knife from the kitchen and slit Eric’s throat if Eric so much as 
thought about touching his baby brother. 


“What did you do?” Kyle growls. Eric’s amusement reaches peak enough to chuckle. He 
takes a bite out of the latke. Kyle scowls. 


“I didn’t do anything,” Eric says. “He’s the one who sat next to me.” 


Kyle spins around, looking at Ike. Ike looks back at him. Kenny stands next to Ike, this... 
weirdly knowing look on his face, like he understands what Kyle is concerned about. Kyle 


examines Ike’s face for any signs of discomfort, or fear, or distress, but the only thing that’s 
there is wide-eyed confusion. 


“Will you chill out?” Eric asks. Kyle looks over just in time to see Eric finish the latke. Eric 
crumples up the paper towel. “Not everything I do is antagonistic, Jesus Christ.” 


“Speak for yourself, asshole,” Kyle says sharply. He steps away from Eric and makes his way 
over to Ike and Kenny. “You okay, Ike?” 


“Tm... fine?” Ike replies, brows furrowing. He glances down. “I’m... confused, but, fine?” 


“Okay,” Kyle says. He brushes Ike’s hair out of his eyes, the action protective and caring. He 
wants to ask Ike to go upstairs, to stay in his room until Eric is gone, but he can’t. He wants 
to keep an eye on him, he doesn’t want anyone out of his sight. He doesn’t like Eric and Ike 
being in such close quarters. 


Kenny sits on the couch and Kyle sits on the floor with Ike. 


Kenny starts talking about something, Kyle doesn’t know exactly what. He’s trying to listen, 
but he can’t stop thinking. The way Eric keeps glancing his way— it’s frightening. 


He finds himself anxiously waiting for his dad to come home. 
Thinking. 

About Stan, primarily. 

It’s really... weird. 


Because it still feels like they could walk over to his house and talk to him about meaningless 
bullshit. It still feels like he’s there, taking a nap after school or playing video games or— 
fuck, even drinking. And as horrible as that is to say, it’s hard to push away. There are so 
many things about this situation that he just doesn’t understand. 


Dad comes home within the hour. He appears confused by the fact that there are two extra 
people in the house, but ultimately isn’t concerned with it. Kyle, Kenny, and Eric gather their 
things. Kyle hugs his dad before he leaves. 


One last glance at Ike. 


Ike isn’t looking at him, though. Ike’s talking to Dad, excitedly yapping about the latkes Kyle 
made. 


Kyle locks the door behind himself and follows Kenny and Eric to Eric’s car. Eric gets into 
the driver’s seat, predictably. Kenny moves to get in the front. Kyle wants to protest. Just 
thinking about sitting in the back of Eric’s car is enough to get his heart going. He doesn’t 
know why, but there’s something about the backseat that just doesn’t feel okay. 


For the life of him, he can’t figure out why. 


Kyle gets into the back. He buckles himself in and swears he smells apples. Eric starts the car 
and it sputters, pulling out with an odd yawning noise. 


Kyle tries to ignore the fact that it’s hard to get a breath in. He tries to ignore the way the car 
smells, and he tries to ignore the way the seat feels beneath him. He shifts the seatbelt 
because he swears it’s choking him and stares out the window as they drive. 


Passing other cars going the opposite way, Kyle is reminded of how much distance they’ re 
making. Kyle sees something in the distance. It looks like a tree. It’s probably a tree. And he 
doesn’t know why, but that detail sticks out to him. He’s back to thinking about apples, for 
some reason. He combs his fingers through his hair and ignores the way his hand shakes. 


Details pile up on themselves. They squirm like worms and make him recall nighttime. He 
feels it more than he sees it. The burning of his arms and the hurt in his eyes from looking 
into a bright light. Something happens in his head, like an explosion. He thinks he’s felt it 

before, but he can’t pinpoint it. 


Slowly, slowly, Kyle’s body freezes. 
His mind races. 


Tells him things he doesn’t know about. The way tunnels look at nighttime, with all their 
lights in a row. He holds his breath like they’re going under one, though it’s still open road. 
The sun is tipping down a little lower. For some reason, that pisses him off. He feels like it 
should be getting higher in the sky. He doesn’t want nighttime to repeat itself. 


It’s not, but he doesn’t know that. 
And maybe, if he doesn’t know it, it doesn’t exist. 


The car pulls into the hospital parking lot, and Kyle feels sick to his stomach. Eric parks in a 
space and turns off the car. Kenny and Eric get out. Kyle unbuckles and opens the door, but 
gets caught halfway out. 


He tries to blink away the confusion, the deja vu. He’s certain he’s done this before. 
Kyle gets the rest of the way out of the car and shuts the door behind himself. 


The three enter the hospital. They check in at the desk and ask to see Stan. She gives them his 
room number, the same one that makes Kyle want to scream at night, the same one that gives 
him the urge to drop and never move again. Kenny and Eric start walking, and Kyle 
mindlessly follows. His footsteps don’t seem to leave; they keep him going even after he 
thinks he can’t do it anymore. He wants to be told he can’t go. He wants to be told he’s 
unable to. He wants to be held back and forced away, but no one’s doing that. 


They’re pushing him forward, to the elevator, to the wing of the hospital with the ICU, to the 
door with the fucking number on it that makes Kyle want to— 


And isn’t it funny, that when they get to the room, Kyle can’t go in? 


Kyle grabs onto the wall and tries to force himself to walk in. It doesn’t work. A sickness 
rises deep in his throat. He ducks to swallow it back down. 


“Kyle?” Kenny asks, quiet. 

“PII be back in a second, I need to take a walk,” Kyle says. 
“Do you want me to come with?” Kenny asks. 

“No, I’d— I just need to think.” 


Kyle turns on his heel and makes his way down the hallway, to where he remembers seeing a 
restroom. He glances behind himself and, after noting Kenny hasn’t followed him, steps 
inside. He checks all the stalls, and when they’re empty, he checks the bathroom door for a 
lock. There’s no lock. 


He’ll just have to be quick. 


Kyle locks himself in the stall furthest from the bathroom door that isn’t the handicap stall. 
Kyle lifts the toilet lid. 


Standing in front of the toilet, Kyle bends at the waist. He presses his fingers down his throat. 
He chokes before he gags, and he instinctively pulls his hand away from his mouth so he can 
breathe again. He coughs. 


Fuck. 


What is he doing? He shouldn’t be doing this anymore. It’s bad for him. It’s awful for him, 
itll kill him. Kyle squeezes his eyes shut and tries to collect himself. This... he’s betraying 
Ike, and he’s betraying Kenny. He’s being a total, selfish asshole for doing this. 


But something about seeing Stan lay in that bed... 
It makes Kyle feel sick. 
Get it out. 
Get it out? 
Get it out. 
I shouldnt. 
It’ll make Stan better. 
What? 
This is making you a better person. 


You’ll be thinner. 


Good people are thin. 
Stan’s thin. 
Stan’s good. 
You owe it to him. 
Just... one more time, maybe. 


Kyle crouches down in front of the toilet and tries again. It’s uncomfortable, to say the least, 
and it’s cramped in this stall. He does something that triggers his reflex hard, and he vomits 
into the toilet. 


That’s not enough. 

It’s not? 

Get all of it out. 
He tries not to look at it when he forces himself to put his fingers back down his throat. 
It smells like vomit. His throat and mouth are coated in stomach acid— it’s very drying. 


It doesn’t take long for him to get more out the second time. His stomach cramps, and he 
coughs for a bit longer this time around. He squeezes his eyes shut against the torrent of tears 
that come to the surface. He sniffs in an attempt to keep his emotions under control. 


He doesn’t know why he’s crying. He’s getting it out, isn’t he? 
Not good enough. 
Not enough. 
You were useless to Stan. 
You were always useless and annoying. 
And that killed him, didn’t it? 
You deserve this. 
Make it up to Stan. 
Make it up to him. 
Do it. 


Right now, fatass. 


Kyle shifts his position and tries a fourth time. When he pukes this time around, there’s less, 
and it’s primarily not food. It’s bile, or something— he can’t exactly put the words to the 
image, as much as he’d absolutely love to. 


It doesn’t feel like enough. He’s afraid it’s not, he’s terrified of it. 


Kyle tells himself that five is the lucky number— whether that’s five times he tries, or five 
times he vomits, he doesn’t decide. Whichever feels right in the moment, he guesses. 


FATASS. 
FAT PIECE OF SHIT. 
It ends up being five times of vomiting. 


As horrific as it sounds, he thinks he would have kept going if it weren’t for the fact that he 
feels like he can’t breathe. His heart is doing this weird... thing, beating hard in his chest and 
making him... well, he thinks that’s why he’s so breathless. Tears won’t stop coming from his 
eyes, and there’s vomit on his hand and on his chin. It’s disgusting and he hates it so much. 
His stomach is cramping and he feels absolutely atrocious. 


He presses his clean hand against his chest, trying to soothe, but it doesn’t work. His stomach 
flips, and he thinks he might vomit without trying to. He swallows it down automatically. His 
heart won’t calm down. 


Fuck. He can’t breathe. 


Shaking, Kyle grabs some toilet paper and wipes off his face. He puts it into the toilet. He 
grabs some more, wipes off his hand, throws that in too. 


He closes the lid and flushes the toilet. He waits another minute before trying to stand. 


When he moves, the energy leaves his bones. He inhales, trying to fill his body with enough 
oxygen to push him up, but he can’t. His head feels like it starts to fill with bees. He’s light 
above his shoulders and heavy everywhere else. 


With just enough consciousness to metabolize fear, Kyle thinks he might pass out. He grabs 
onto the stall wall, trying to keep himself upright with that. It’s a flat surface, though, and 
doesn’t do much. 


Kyle’s vision goes a little dark and fuzzy. He shakes his head and blinks his eyes. 
The feeling leaves him. Eventually. Not right away, but eventually. 


He still feels weak, but his heart isn’t jumping quite as hard anymore. He can breathe a little 
easier. 


Kyle forces himself onto his feet and exits the stall, fumbling with the lock on his way out. 
He stops in front of one of the sinks and turns it on. He washes his hands, three times. 


Rinses out his mouth. 
Seven times. 
He splashes water onto his face and wonders if he got it all out. 


Kyle dries his hands and face with a paper towel, checks to make sure his face isn’t red or 
splotchy from crying or vomiting... 


Of course, he’s a little puffy. He’s a little swollen, a little pink. He hasn’t developed a 
subconjunctival hemorrhage, which is good. 


He can brush it off as... crying. Right? Yeah, of course he can. Kyle leaves the bathroom and 
makes his way slowly back to the ICU, back to Stan’s room, back to real life. 


The real life where Stan is hooked up to life support, the real life where he’s... not okay. 


Kyle hesitates before entering the room, again. His throat still burns and he kind of regrets 
not drinking water from the drinking fountain near the bathrooms. He pushes the hand he’d 
used to trigger his gag reflex into his pocket, and steps inside. 


Eric is sitting in a chair next to Stan’s bed. Kenny is pacing. 
Kyle pulls a chair up to the opposite side of Stan’s bed. He keeps an eye on Eric. 


Kyle slowly withdraws his hand from his pocket and pulls Stan’s hand between his own. It’s 
so... weird. He’s warm. He’s right there. Literally, he’s right there, Kyle can feel him. 


Stan isn’t speaking. Stan isn’t moving. Stan isn’t breathing on his own. The thoughts are too 
much to bear, and Kyle’s brain shuts down to protect itself. 


“So, is he dead, or what?” Eric asks, leaning back in the chair. 
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Intermission VII 


Chapter Summary 


He feels like gagging, he feels like coughing, but he doesn’t. 


Because the world keeps turning no matter who’s in it. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“I don’t know what to say,” Kyle says. 


Tweek hasn’t moved from his seat at Stan’s bedside. Tweek fidgets with the comforter, thin 
and hole-filled, knitted as it is. For a moment, Kyle can only watch. It’s the type of hurt that 
echoes deep inside of his stomach. The type of hurt that really makes him question what 
exists. 


“I don’t know what to say,” he says again, like that will fix it. Like that will get Tweek to 
answer any faster. Tweek simply keeps fidgeting with the blanket. It’s a light pink and mixes 
with the pale of Stan’s skin in a way that makes it seem so... plasticine. Kyle would say 
plastic, but Stan’s not plastic. He’s soft. Kyle grabs Stan’s hand so tightly in his own, he 
worries he’ll hurt him. 


Stan’s closed eyes look like they could move. Like they could open at any moment and he 
could be okay. Kyle aches to see the blue of them again. He aches to see that wide-eyed, 
deer-in-the-headlights stare. He aches to hear Stan’s laugh. 


“He’s warm,” Kyle chokes. He feels like gagging, he feels like coughing, but he doesn’t. 
“And that’s weird, to me, because dead people aren’t supposed to be warm, they’re supposed 
to be cold and— waxy, or, something, like a figure, but he’s not.” 


Tweek shifts. Kyle looks up just enough to wonder what he’s doing, only to see that Tweek 
hasn’t done much of anything at all. Still picking at the blanket. Still not saying anything. Not 
saying it’s wrong and not saying it’s right. Just utterly silent. 


“And— and he twitches,” Kyle mutters. He lets go of Stan’s hand and smooths Stan’s hair 
back. Stan isn’t twitching right now. “He doesn’t twitch all the time, but I’ve seen him— like, 
sometimes he’ll shift, or sometimes his arm will move, or sometimes his eyelids will flutter, 
and I know he’s still in there, y’ know? Like, I look at him, and I know he’s still here, I know 
it.” 


More picking more prodding more sifting more nothing. 


“I’m not making excuses,” Kyle says. “I’m not grasping straws, I’m being serious, I’ve seen 
him fucking move, and dead people don’t move. They don’t.” 


No one said he was dead. 


“And I know that,” Kyle says. “I know no one said he’s dead, I know, it’s just easy to lose 
your fucking— your fucking will to exist when you see someone so fucked up in a hospital, 
it’s easy to lose— lose hope, or whatever, because I’ve seen it, I’ve seen Kenny lose hope and 
I’ve seen Stan’s parents lose hope and I’ve seen Butters lose hope, I...” 


Inhale. 
a) Oe 
Please wake up, Stanley. 


“...I can’t lose hope, too, because...” Kyle swallows. “...because, because if J lose hope, 
then what’s stopping Stan from losing hope and...” 


It doesn t work that way. 

“T know it doesn’t work that way.” 
It’s stupid. 

“T know it’s stupid.” 

You horrible person. 

“I know I’m horrible.” 

You selfish person. 


“I know I’m selfish,” Kyle snaps. “But I don’t care, I don’t care if wanting him back makes 
me selfish, I’d rather be selfish than see him die.” 


Kyle pulls away from Stan and gets out of the chair he’d pulled up. He turns away from Stan 
and walks over to the window, where sunlight comes through. It’s dreary and there are thick 
puddles forming in the dewy grass. It’s dreary and there are rain splatters on the road. It’s 
dreary and nothing new for February. 


Because the world keeps turning no matter who’s in it. 


There’s a ceasing in the shuffling. Kyle keeps his attention glued out the window. He 
pretends not to hear Tweek adjust. He pretends not to hear Tweek breathe in. He pretends not 
to hear Tweek swallow. Kyle wants to thrash. He wants to scream and hit. He wants to hear 
Stan’s voice again. 


“Thank you,” says Tweek. “Thank you for talking to me, I... I know it must be hard, but...” 


Kyle wants. 

“Don’t lose that,” Tweek whispers. 

Kyle wants more than anything. 

“Your hope for things,” Tweek clarifies. “It’s... it’s the hardest thing to get back.” 
For Stan to live. 

Kyle squeezes his eyes shut. He presses a hand over his mouth. 


The sound of sniffling. Too close, too internalized, to be Tweek. 
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Get Out 


Chapter Summary 


Without Kyle’s consent, his voice stops working. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“Cartman, what are you doing?” 


The car is parked just outside of Kyle’s house, and Kyle is standing on the curb, door solidly 
grasped in his hand. He hasn’t shut it yet, so he can catch the voice of Kenny. The asking of 
such a strange question inspires him to look over. Kyle hardly has time to process the image 
of Eric stepping out of the car. His stomach seems to rise into his throat. If he hadn’t have 
gotten everything out of his stomach earlier, he most definitely would be vomiting right now. 


“Chill your tits and stay in the car, Kenny,” Eric says. He tosses the keys to Kenny. Kenny 
catches them without so much as a fumble. “Hell, take yourself home in my car for all I care, 
as long as you gimme back my keys tomorrow at school.” 


If Kenny says something, Kyle isn’t aware of it. He’s stuck, staring, watching as Eric shuts 
the car door and walks around the car, beginning up Kyle’s driveway. He’s making the way 
up to the house, and it leaves more than just a little bit of a bitter taste in Kyle’s mouth. He 
swallows thickly and steps away from the car. 


The front passengers’ side door opens, and Kenny hops out. He shuts the door quickly behind 
himself and shoves the keys into his parka’s pocket. Kyle feels the tension rise in his chest as 
he sees Eric come to a stop on the porch. Kenny places a hand on Kyle’s shoulder, firm, solid. 
Kyle flinches— he doesn’t look up, he doesn’t have to because he knows it’s Kenny, but he 
flinches anyway. 


“What the hell are you staying for, Cartman?” Kenny asks. He pats Kyle on the back, an urge 
to start walking forward. In the same movement, he leads the way. With Kenny’s arm still 
around Kyle’s shoulders, Kyle can’t help but mindlessly follow, no matter how much his legs 
protest. 


“I have to borrow some shit from him,” says Eric. He shifts his weight from one foot to the 
other, and his expression twitches. Obviously, he isn’t happy with Kenny’s accompaniment. 
Once they get to the front step, Kenny lets go of Kyle and steps up first. If Kyle didn’t know 
better, he’d say that Kenny’s blocking Eric’s view of Kyle, much like Kyle had been blocking 
Eric’s view of Ike earlier. 


Kyle steps up the porch and digs into his pocket for his keys. 


“What the fuck are you doing here, Kenny?” Eric returns. Kyle finds his key and pushes it 
into the lock, twisting it until it clicks open. 


“T feel like visiting,” Kenny says. Kyle steps into the house. Kenny follows. 


Kyle turns around to slam the door shut as soon as Kenny is inside, but he doesn’t get the 
chance. Eric gets in the way and blocks the door from closing, holding his arm up to shield 
his face from the impact. Eric scowls. 


“The fuck, Kyle?” snaps Eric. “Are you trying to bust my face? Are you trying to get sued?” 
“Oh, you’re going to sue me now?” Kyle snaps. “Since when was—” 
“Shut up, Jew.” 


Without Kyle’s consent, his voice stops working. He closes his mouth and glances away. All 
he can do is hope. 


Kyle looks around the living room, making sure that Ike isn’t nearby. He isn’t. There are 
noises coming from the kitchen, though, and Kyle has a feeling that those noises are either 
coming from Ike or their father. 


A force pushes Kyle, and he stumbles backward. Before he knows what’s going on, the door 
has been pushed open properly and Eric has entered his house. Eric kicks the door shut 
behind him, hands shoved deeply into his pockets. 


Kenny shoves Eric. Eric topples from the unexpected force of it, his back loudly slamming 
against the front door. Eric’s face flushes. “Ay, the fuck, Kenny?” 


“Fuck off,” Kenny hisses. “Don’t fucking push him, a’ight?” 


Kenny’s shoulders are square and tense. Kyle opens his mouth to say something, or to 
intervene, or to something, but he doesn’t. He can’t. He physically cannot speak. It’s such a 
strange phenomenon, like his throat is completely paralyzed. Like he’s forgotten how to make 
noise. He closes his mouth tightly and bites the inside of his cheek. His throat still hurts, he 
recognizes, and in the comfort of his own home, all he wants to do is brush his teeth and 
shower. 


No one has said anything, but Kyle is pretty sure he smells like vomit. 


“Don’t tell me what to fucking do,” Eric says. “You don’t have the authority, here, Kenny, 
poor people never make it in leadership positions, they become fucking squishy socialists 
who ruin countries.” 


Kenny’s cheeks burn with anger, and his eyes gain a glisten. Kyle swallows and whispers 
something. Neither Kenny nor Eric hear him, though, and continue to argue. He doesn’t 
blame them. He hadn’t even heard himself. He forgets what he’d been trying to say as soon 
as it’s out. 


“Got nothing to say to that?” Eric taunts, removing his hands from his pockets. “Huh? 
Nothing to say, trashcan baby? Nothing to say, druggie?” 


“I don’t do drugs,” Kenny says, gritting his teeth. “And there is no one who believes in hard 
work more than I do.” 


Eric scoffs. Kenny raises a hand, threatening. 
“Get out,” says Kenny, “Before I bash your skull in.” 


“Go ahead,” Eric says, gesturing to himself. “Go the fuck ahead, Kenneth, fucking hit me, I 
dare you.” 


Kyle wants to deescalate. He opens his mouth in a third attempt, but he doesn’t even know 
what to say. His thoughts are swirling so acutely, so swarming, he can’t pinpoint a logical 
interjection. He fears speaking. He fears saying the wrong thing, and it’s a feeling he isn’t 
used to. The concept of saying something completely incorrect or baseless makes his hands 
start to shake. The idea that he’ll be unable to speak is terrifying. He can’t breathe. 


“Get out,” Kenny says. “For the last time, I’m telling you to leave.” 


Eric nudges Kenny in the shoulder, just as much of a threat as Kenny’s raised hand. “What’s 
wrong, trailer trash? Government got your tongue? Oh, no, that’s right, it’s only got your 
welfare.” 


Kyle inhales, but it does nothing for the amount of oxygen he needs. It doesn’t satisfy, it 
doesn’t process. He can no longer feel his heart in his chest. Is it beating too fast? Is it beating 
too slow? Is it not beating at all? Is he going to die? His body is numb. He’s strangely light. 


“I’m serious, Cartman, leave,” Kenny says. There’s noise from the kitchen. Kyle glances over 
just in time to see Ike peeking out from around the corner. Kyle feels sick. 


Kyle feels really sick. 
Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up. 


Kyle runs his fingers through his hair. Over and over, until his scalp becomes numb to the 
sensation— even after that. His heart is beating, right? He can’t feel it, but at the same time, 
he knows it’s going too fast. It has to be, right? He can’t breathe. He keeps carding his fingers 
through his hair. 


Breathe. Breathe. 
Don’t throw up. 
Can’t do it. 
Hopeless. 


What the fuck. 


Don’t throw up. 
Stop. 

Stop talking stop. 
“Kyle?” 


No no no. Breathe. Come on. Stop. 


Look at the wall. Look at the wall. Look at it. Wall. Couch. Coffee table. Ike, doorway, floor. 


Can’t breathe. 


“What the fuck’s wrong with him?” 


Stop just stop just stop just shut down stop 


[Isn’t it just beautiful, Kyle? 
That tongue of his 

dry scraping of torn skin 
People come here to die, you know 
Here, this hospital 

people come here 

and ninety percent of the time 
they don’t fuckin’ leave 

and that, Kyle, is beautiful 
leg begins to bounce harder 
car shakes in response 

tightens in on himself 

breath catching 

can t be touched 

he’ll be crushed 

A yarmulke? 

Wear it 

What do you mean, ‘wear it’? 
Well, let me see 

I probably mean 

What are you doing? 

Dont 

Dont you do it, don t— 

Blood pools up from the single cut 
pool collecting on the fabric of 
carve his eighteenth birthday 
dont hurt my brother 

blade digs in| 


“Shut up, Cartman, you’re not helping. Kyle, can you hear me?” 


“Why is he freaking out like that?” 


“I don’t know, but you’re seriously not helping, so can you leave now?” 
“What, you’re just gonna abandon all of it, Kinny?” 

“...Kyle? You guys, what’s wrong with him? What’s wrong with my brother?” 
“What do you mean, Cartman? I’m not arguing with you anymore.” 

“T think he’s having a panic attack...” 

“A panic attack? A fucking panic attack?” 

“Don’t swear to a middle schooler, fatass.” 


PLLSWEARIFIWANTTONOYOUWON’TSTOPFUCKINGTALKINGJESUSCHRISTDOY 
OUNOTUNDERSTANDWHAT’SGOINGONHEREwhycan’tkylethinkstraight? 
PLEASEJUSTLETHIMBEfuckfuckfuckGETOUT 


SLAM 


Kyle gasps. He covers his face with his hands. He doesn’t get it. He doesn’t understand. He 
can’t get a full breath in. He can’t. His cheeks are wet. He can’t see. His head is full of 
nothing. His skin is tingling. He feels dirty. Stop stop stop. 


Someone grabs him. Kyle thrashes. He’s going to die. Let him go. He’s going to die. Let him 
go. Eric, let me go. I'll scream. I'll scream, I’ll— 


“Don’t, don’t scream, you don’t need to scream.” 
The smell of smoky iron. Kyle grabs onto fabric in his attempt at escaping. 


It’s thick. A jacket? Is he grabbing onto a jacket? He can’t breathe. Stop. The air is thick. 
Stop stop stop. 


Please stop eric stop please 
“Breathe with me.” 


Kyle’s head is full of bees. The nothing turns into bees and he can only hear bees. They rush 
in and out of his lungs and he can’t do it anymore he wants to give up he wants it to stop he 
just wants it all to go away. 


Mom’s dead Stan’s dead Kyle’s scarred and tainted and Eric wants to have sex with him. 
He’s never getting out of it. There’s no taking it back. It’s all his fault. He wasn’t good 
enough. He couldn’t keep anyone safe. He fucked it all up. He’s useless. He fucks up 
everything he touches. He should do the world a favor and kill himself. Jump off the bridge 
and give up. 


“Close your eyes.” 


Kyle struggles against the person holding him. No. Leave me alone. 
“Trust me. Close your eyes. Good. Good. Deep breath in.” 

Kyle’s lungs force the air out as soon as he inhales. 

“Hold.” 

Hold what? 

“Good.” 


Kyle grabs onto the jacket of the person holding him. He feels the ground beneath his feet. 
He’s more aware of where he is in space. He’s more aware of the fact that he exists. He 
doesn’t know if that’s better, but he feels tangible. 


The grip tightens. Kyle lifts his head out of the person’s chest. He sees Kenny’s blond hair. 
He grabs onto Kenny tighter, tighter, as tight as he possibly can. He flinches at the sight of 
Eric. 


“Okay, okay,” Kenny says. “It’s okay, you’re okay.” 


This is the worst. This is awful. This is a mess. Kyle sobs. Today is too much. It’s too much. 
It’s all too much. 


“I hate it,” Kyle whines. “I hate it I hate it I hate it I hate it—” 
“I know,” says Kenny. “I know, I know, it’s okay, I know.” 


“T want it to stop,” Kyle blurts. He tucks his face against Kenny’s shoulder. “I just want it to 
stop, I just want it all to stop.” 


“I know,” Kenny repeats. A broken record. Kyle’s tears come faster. His breaths even, though 
they’re unsatisfying to his lungs. His hands are numb. He sobs. 


“Get Eric out,” Kyle says. “Get him out, I want him out.” 
“Kyle—” 
“Get him out, get him out get him out get him out get him—” 


“_gone, Kyle, he’s already gone,” Kenny says. “He’s already gone, he left, he’s gone, it’s 
okay.” 


“He 5 right there,” Kyle snaps. He doesn’t lift his head. He doesn’t need to. He knows Eric is 
still there. He feels his presence. 


“He’s gone, Kyle, I promise, he’s gone.” 


Kyle lifts his head, tears still streaming down his face, chest still rising and falling in 
hiccuping sobs. 


Eric isn’t there. 

“But I saw him,” Kyle whimpers. “I saw him, I—” 
“He’s gone,” says Kenny. “You’re okay.” 

Nothing is okay. Nothing is. 

Kyle slowly calms down. 


He doesn’t know when he realizes it, but Ike has joined in on the hug, and Dad is rubbing 
Kyle’s back. 


Nothing is okay. 
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Ode to Denial 


Chapter Summary 


The entire table is quiet. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


It doesn’t feel like a hole. 
He doesn’t feel unfulfilled. 
He doesn’t know how to describe it. 


Walking through the school hallways like there’s led in his shoes, like there are weights on 
his chest, he doesn’t know how to describe it. 


It’s just this sucking emptiness throughout every fiber of his being that begs him to lay down. 
It begs his eyes to close and begs his brain to sleep, even if he knows he won’t be able to, 
anyway. Trying to sleep nowadays 1s like trying to bury himself in sand. He can never do it 
all the way. He can’t completely submerge. 


And life feels kind of like that, he thinks. It feels kind of like he’s trying to bury himself in 
sand. Like he has to bury himself in sand, because everyone does, and everyone can. Except 
he can’t, because he doesn’t have someone to help him when his arms are tucked beneath the 
beach. 


So he stares a lot. 


He stares at people. He stares at things. He stares at everything in between, and then some. 
He waits for something. Like, real, to happen. Even as he knows this is real, here, walking 
toward his AP Chem class, he waits. 


He has lost the drive. 


Kyle is the last one in the class. He’d walked so slowly, the bell had rung before he could 
enter the room. But he’s here now. People stare at him as he enters late, but he doesn’t care. 
In a lot of ways, he doesn’t mind. He isn’t there. 


The room is silent. Violently silent. Sickeningly, vilely silent. His brain buzzes. This out-of- 
tune, staccato, shrill humming from insects. 


Miss James starts talking about how today is a work day. How they’II have time to hash out 
their project and manage on their own. How they’ll likely have until the middle of February 
to finish it. 


But Kyle isn’t listening. He’s staring off into space and daydreaming about vomiting. About 
purging. About getting it out, whatever you want to call it. 


His hand automatically lifts to his mouth. He has the urge to gag himself right here, but he’s 
not going to. Kyle passes the motion off as chewing on his nail. 


He already threw up. Lunch is gone. He made sure of it. 
So he’s mostly just numb. 


As Miss James’ voice disappears, Kyle finds himself returning to the moment. The little 
things. The sound of talking throughout the room. The way that sound echoes. 


Clyde scoots closer to the table. His hair is swept, like he’s been running his fingers through 
it all day. “Did you guys get your numbers?” he asks. 


Kyle draws a blank. 
The entire table is quiet. 


Butters is staring at Eric like he’s going to kill him. Eric hasn’t torn his gaze away from Kyle, 
though. There’s a lacking. Kyle turns to look at the window. Clyde sighs. 


“Hey, guys, should... should we talk to Miss James about an extension?” Clyde asks quietly. 
It takes all of the energy Kyle has within him to look at Clyde. The brown of his hair, the 
similarities in his dress as compared to Eric, though assuredly Clyde is significantly more 
put-together. It’s just that fucking letterman... 


Clyde glances between the three people at the table. Butters, Eric, Kyle— how funny is it, 
that they’re all torn apart? Butters and Eric haven’t said a thing, but then again, neither has 
Kyle. Clyde looks sympathetic, like he understands— and maybe in some ways, he does. He 
knew Stan, maybe not as intimately as the others, but they’d all hung out back in elementary. 
They were on the football team together back in Freshman year. 


“I just think, like, y’*know,” Clyde says, awkward, “With Stan, ‘n all...” 


“No,” Kyle says. Butters twitches. Eric’s mouth quirks down. Kyle’s mouth fills with saliva, 
which he swallows down along with the nausea rolling high in his stomach. “No, no, nothing, 
he’s fine, Stan’s fine.” 


Clyde’s mouth hangs only vaguely open. For some reason, he’s speechless— Kyle holds no 
sympathy for him. He holds no emotions, period, for anyone at this table. And maybe that’s 
bitter, but maybe that’s better. Holding onto other things is something impossible. In and of 
itself, existing as it is ignites almost too powerful of a hatred deep in his chest. It befriends 
the nausea in a dangerous compatibility. 


Kyle hates this. 
He hates this. 


“You heard the Jew,” Eric says. He taps the side of his hand against the table, once twice 
thrice— “We’ll do it on the normal schedule, because Stan’s totally fine, isn’t that right, 
Kyle? Because, what, he didn’t commit suicide, did he?” 


“He didn’t,” Kyle says. 


“Right right right, but he didn’t even attempt,” Eric muses, like this is funny, like he’s found 
and is exploiting a loophole. “Because you, Jew, are so petty, that as soon as there’s trouble, 
you drop him like he never even existed in the first place.” 


“Guys—” Clyde tries to cut. 
Kyle doesn’t have the energy. 


“Aw, what’s wrong? Not quick to anger anymore, I see,” says Eric. “All it took was the death 
of your butt-buddy?” 


Kyle doesn’t move. He doesn’t react. He doesn’t have the energy. 
He wants to go home and shower. He wants to get clean, because he feels dirty. 
It’s Butters who speaks next. 


“Step the hell off, Eric,” Butters snaps, uncharacteristically growling in his tone. “Stan isn’t 
dead yet.” 


“Of course,” says Eric, and it’s almost surprising just how bitter he sounds. “How could I 
have forgotten? He’s not dead yet, we should probably save the grieving for once that little 
event actually happens.” 


Kyle finds a stain on the floor. He kicks at it with his foot. It’s shadowed by the table. 
“Jew,” says Eric. 
Kyle looks up. 


Eric is holding out his pencil, pinched between his forefinger and thumb. He shakes it in the 
air. Kyle stares at it. “Sharpen my pencil, will ya?” asks Eric. 


With decreased pace yet no hesitation, Kyle reaches out and takes the pencil from Eric’s grip. 
He pushes himself away from the table and stands. Eric makes a noise— a snort of a thing, 
something almost incomprehensible, at first. Kyle isn’t sure whether to listen or not, but his 
already sloth-like motions slow even further. 


“Ay, eleven-fifty-seven.” 


Kyle doesn’t know how he knows to look over, but he does. Though they’ re different, as Eric 
says them, the numbers flash through Kyle’s head one by one. The way they felt. The way 
they still feel. His arm itches. In outlines among the carvings in his flesh, the itching starts— 
it distracts, and it’s all he can do not to lift his jacket sleeve just to scratch at them, even if he 
is still wearing the bandage. Eric smirks. He knows. 


“Go ahead and refresh those slits in your wrist, while you’re at it,” Eric snickers. Leaning 
back in his chair and lifting his feet to rest them on the table, Eric reclines. Something creaks. 
Kyle feels disgusted. “Healing skin is fragile enough to be cut by a pencil, right?” 


Kyle doesn’t see the looks on Clyde and Butters’ faces. If he does, he doesn’t process them— 
or maybe he doesn’t care to. He thinks that the only person he really wanted to keep the scars 
hidden from was his father, and since Dad knows now... 


He makes his way across the room, near the door, to where the pencil sharpener is. He pushes 
the pencil, worn with use and textured with bite-marks, into the opening and turns the handle. 


He doesn’t... feel anything. 


Normally, Kyle hates the sound of manual pencil sharpeners. That’s why he uses mechanical 
pencils— so he doesn’t have to deal with that fucking grating noise. 


But standing here, turning the handle, Kyle feels absolutely nothing. 
He wonders if he’s dead. 


Kyle removes the newly-sharpened pencil and makes his way back to the table. He hands the 
pencil over to Eric, who takes it from Kyle like Kyle had stolen it. The expression on his face 
is bitter, scowling and sharp, like he’d spit on Kyle if it were more socially acceptable. More 

likely, however, is the fact that Eric thinks Kyle too disgusting to even spit on. Kyle sits back 
down in his chair and fights the urge to fall asleep. 


His brain replays distorted images of things he doesn’t remember experiencing. Of staring up 
at the roof of Eric’s car and waiting for something to happen. Of the lack of movement from 
the vehicle, though something else keeps shifting. The feeling of the apple as he grips it so 
tightly in his hand. The lighting, the pounding in his head, his jaw reflexively clenching at 
just the idea. 


It’s so strange. He closes his eyes in an attempt to see the picture more clearly, but it doesn’t 
come. He doesn’t remember what he’s remembering. He was only in Eric’s car once, 
yesterday. Maybe a few times when he first got the thing, but never between that. 


“Kyle, you’re cutting yourself?” Clyde asks. Kyle blinks his way back to the present. He 
examines Clyde’s face, trying to find something specific within it. He finds nothing but static 
and particles. Kyle says nothing in response. 


“Oh, don’t make such a big deal out of it,” Eric says. “He’s just doing it for attention.” 


“Dude,” mumbles Clyde. His tone is incredulous, his expression utterly shocked. Kyle 
doesn’t understand why Clyde gives much of a damn. They’ ve never been close. Hell, 
they’ve basically been enemies. Clyde’s with Craig’s gang. “Dude, dude, dude, hold up.” 


“Fucking chill, Dono-Douche,” Eric says. 


“No, you fucking chill, Cartman, holy shit,” Clyde says, his expression morphing into anger. 
The anger confuses itself, like it’s trapped between the aforementioned emotion and 
something more sympathetic. “Kyle, is that crap true? Are you cutting yourself for serious?” 


Kyle examines Eric’s posture for hints. How is he supposed to handle this? How is he 
supposed to answer? But Eric is just staring at him, just watching him, just waiting like he 
always does. It drives Kyle crazy. It drives Kyle insane. “I’m not cutting myself,” Kyle says. 
“Cartman’s just hellbent on slandering me.” 


How silent the table falls, with attention taken so far from what should be the focus. It’s AP 
Chem. They should be talking about pH levels and phase changes. 


“Let’s get back to work on the project, okay?” Kyle says. 
And time. 

Slows. 

Down. 


Yet it feels like a blink, like a snap, a picture to be saved and looked over later or something 
so new and so raw he cannot think on it. 


It’s not that Kyle doesn’t remember it. It’s more like it never happened in the first place. That 
he grew so distant, he genuinely wasn’t there for anything to really be remembered, and it 
hurts, it hurts because it’s irritating and makes his chest ache and makes his skin feel dirty. 


So Kyle tries not to think about it. 
The bell rings. 


He puts his stuff into his backpack and stands, pushing his chair in. He hoists his backpack 
over one arm, and with both of his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his jacket, he starts 
on his way out of the classroom. 


He does not keep track of where Eric is. Admittedly, he doesn’t think to. 


Maybe that’s what makes him so prone to startle. Maybe that’s what forces such a strong 
reaction. 


Because when Kyle is grabbed by the arm, and when he catches a flash of brown hair and 
letterman jacket, his heart thrashes into his throat, a pressure builds in his chest, and he drops 
to the floor in an effort to... 


To what. To what. To fucking what he doesn’t know he just does, he just collapses in on 
himself. Eric lets go of him, and Kyle curls in on himself, staring at the floor that’s too close 
to his face and feeling it beneath his palms, terrified of the pressure which his backpack 
enforces onto him from its perch over his back. 


The startled shouts and confused cusses of his peers, they fall on deaf ears. Kyle does not 
hear anything but the snap-throb within his chest and the sick, rolling, short-of-breath hand 
within him that squeezes his lungs. It whispers inaudible things to him, telling him things he 
can’t hear but he can fee/ and that’s basically the same thing, right? Because there’s this 
feeling, this glue this connective tissue that won’t let him free. 


And it’s making him feel like he never will be. 


Slowly, he comes back, though he doesn’t want to. As the feeling of a hand on his shoulder 
shakes him out of his fear, he finds himself missing it. Like it isn’t torturous, but it’s safe, 
something he can’t get anywhere else and even if that thing is negative it’s still better than 
this. 


“Kyle? Kyle, are you okay?” 


Kyle pushes himself up, enough to see. A circle of curious students has gathered, looking at 
him with static faces and particle presences, glaring through blindfolds with laughs stick 
between their teeth. 


And Clyde stares at him, looks at him with a mask on, this new thing over his face that makes 
it so very much fake, even though it looks the same. 


He sees it all. Kyle sees it all, everything, all of it. The good the bad the bold and the things 
that happened. The things that didn’t. The victories and the failures and the big picture of the 
war, this war he’s supposed to win because that’s what people do they win wars but maybe 
Kyle isn’t meant to win his. 


Maybe Kyle isn’t meant to win this. 
Maybe Kyle— 
“Kyle?” 


And there’s a hand, the same hand that grabbed him earlier, reaching for his arm, coming 
from Clyde (it hits Kyle now, that Eric did not grab him; Eric knows better than to do that... 
what would it look like if Kyle had this very same reaction to Eric’s touch?). 


Kyle slaps Clyde’s hand away. 


“Don’t touch me,” Kyle snaps. He struggles to his feet, his lungs running out of air once he’s 
fully standing. His brain goes light and his head fills with bees, and his eyes stop seeing 
things the way they should. A layer of static and black surrounds him. He doesn’t know if it’s 
hypoglycemia or the stain finally trapping him, but he doesn’t stay long enough to find out. 


Kyle shoves his way through the crowd of students, half-blind but fast, and flees. 
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Bad Habits 


Chapter Summary 


Kyle puts another ‘3’ in the box. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Not long after school ends is when the texts start arriving. Kyle can ignore it at first, though 
maybe that’s to put it blandly. He doesn’t have much of a choice in whether he checks them, 
because no matter how many times his phone buzzes in his pocket, he can’t bring himself to 
move. Not in the correct manner, and not far enough. He’ll shove his hand into the pocket, 
and his fingertips will graze his phone, and he’ll feel it buzz again-- what an issue of a noise, 
a burden. Deep in his bones, it hurts, yearning in this strange panic to just check the damn 
thing already, but he can’t. He won’t move. 


So he waits. 
And maybe that’s a mistake. 


But there’s a voice in his head that convinces him that if he checks it, if he so much as thinks 
about what Eric might be saying, it’ll all be over. It’s a giving in. A self-admission that the 
game is over, that he’s handing over the win, bending like the grass in the wind and he will 
not do that. He has lost too much to just... 


And the cycle will repeat again. Confusing, it sickens his stomach, makes him miss and 
unable to breathe or see. He just keeps staring, out, far out into the parking lot of the school, 
waiting for his father to pick him up. 


With the buzzing-buzzing-buzzing he ignores in his pocket, he waits and waits and waits for 
the simplicity of himself. Of course, he pretends he’s normal. He pretends he’s not hiding 
behind the big oak tree in front of the school, he pretends he doesn’t have a book open to hide 
his face, he pretends he’s reading it, he pretends he’s not giving every person who passes by a 
studious glare. Really, pretend isn’t much different from reality. If you pretend something 
doesn’t exist, it doesn’t. Maybe consequences get worse, but for the moment he can pretend, 
for the moment he can forget-- and for the moment, there is nothing. 


To put it simply, Kyle is nervous. He is nervous as he sees his father pull up in the Prius, and 
he is nervous as he sees his father clearly look at him even through the mild dark of the 
windshield. 


Kyle’s phone keeps buzzing but he ignores it. He pulls his hand out of his pocket, because if 
it’s in his pocket, he can’t use it to defend himself. He closes the book and keeps his thumb 


inside to keep his place, though he’s been reading the same sentence for the past ten minutes. 
He crosses the sidewalk and almost runs right into a group of students. One of them is Heidi. 
She’s in AP Chem and gives him a concerned look, but he ignores her. He pretends she 
doesn’t exist, too. 


Kyle glances all around before allowing himself to open up the passenger’s side door and 
slide into the seat. Shotgun, as Ike calls it. J call shotgun. Ike likes the front the most. Kyle 
himself doesn’t have much of a preference. Or, he never used to have a preference. That has 
since changed, hasn’t it? He still can’t figure out why he hates the backseat so much. It’s just 
another thing he tries to force away. 


He pulls the door closed and drops his backpack on the car’s floor at his feet. He buckles 
himself in. 


“You ready?” Dad asks. For a moment, Kyle doesn’t answer. He just keeps staring out the car 
window and contemplating what it’d be like to feel free enough to climb the tree he hid 
beneath. 


“T guess,” Kyle finally says, shifting uncomfortably in the seat. Dad must not be very 
impressed, but he doesn’t say anything. He just starts the car back up and backs out of the 
parking space. Exiting the parking lot after school is always a bit of a chore. Teenagers in 
South Park are notoriously terrible drivers, though still nothing has beaten the elderly 
population. Soon enough, he opens his book and returns to reading. 


A flash of the backseat of a car, the back of a brunette’s head and the tick-tick-tick of a turn 
signal. 


Kyle shifts in his seat again, grabbing onto the car door with his free hand. There’s no very 
sturdy surface to latch onto, other than the slight cutout in the plastic which someone grabs 
onto to open the door. A tension rises in his chest, so sharp and ticklish-tight that he can’t 
hold back the urge to drop the book and hit himself where the pressure rises, right above his 
heart. It hurts, superficially, and using his left arm to do such a thing likely wasn’t a good 
idea. The abrupt shifting pulled the scabs forming on the cuts, which scratch unevenly against 
the surface of the bandage he still hasn’t allowed himself to remove for good. 


They’re not bleeding anymore, really. He could probably get away with a bandaid here and 
there. He doesn’t want to, though. He doesn’t want to risk someone finding the marks that 
Eric put permanently into his skin. 


“Kyle?” 


Kyle looks over at his father, who gives him a glance every once in a while and has an odd 
look on his face. Suddenly overly aware of the fact that he just hit himself in the presence of 
his father, Kyle turns to look out the passenger’s side window and watches the scenery of the 
trees pass by. He says nothing. Maybe that’s a mistake, but it helps him feel a little more in 
control. He doesn’t want to talk to his dad about what he just did. He doesn’t want to say 
anything about what feelings lead to him feeling like he had to hit himself, mostly because he 
doesn’t think he’d be able to explain it even if he wanted to. 


“Kyle, did you just hit yourself?” 


“Bugs,” Kyle excuses, though alone that doesn’t sound like it makes any more sense than 
leaving it alone in silence. Kyle clears his throat and tries to explain, “I felt-- uh, bugs, so...’ 


kd 


“bugs?” 


“Yeah,” Kyle says, and the more he thinks about it, the more accurate he thinks such a 
description actually is. It felt like a wave of pressure, of tingling legs of bugs squirming 
inside of his chest and making his skin itch. 


“Oh...kay,” Dad says, slow. He applies the breaks. The car slows. Kyle feels the bumping of 
the car along the road and feels minutely irritated at the rapidly-approaching red that shines 
from the stoplight. The car comes to a stop. He taps his fingers on the steering wheel. 
“Well...” 


A silence, like Dad doesn’t know what the hell to say, or if he’s supposed to say anything-- 
suggestions or anything otherwise. Kyle glances down at his lap, comparing the size of his 
hands to the size of his legs. He spreads his fingers, spanning them the width of his thighs. 
Trying to. His hands aren’t quite big enough. They don’t seem to be, at least. It frustrates 
him. He decides he’s only allowed to eat enough to control his blood sugar levels for the rest 
of the day. 


“...do you have everything?” Dad asks. “For the appointment tonight.” 


As if that needed clarification. “Yeah,” Kyle says. He picks the book back up and flips 
through it, trying to find the page that he doesn’t remember leaving off on. “I don’t need a 
whole lot for a little bit of talk therapy, Dad.” 


“Are you bringing the book?” asks Dad. 
“T guess,” Kyle replies. “In case there’s a wait, right? In the lobby?” 


“That makes sense,” Dad replies. ““They’re probably going to have you fill out some 
paperwork, though.” 


“What type of paperwork?” 


“T don’t know,” Dad says. “I’m just saying, it’s possible they might have you fill out some 
paperwork of some kind.” 


Kyle doesn’t respond to that. His eyes repetitively graze over the sentence he’d been stuck 
on. Something about hardening blood and biological differences— he doesn’t know. Maybe 
that’s why he’s stuck on it. He bounces his leg, just wanting to go home. He doesn’t want to 
go to Hell’s Pass. 


Ma’s there, Stan’s there, and now his therapist is there. 


He didn’t even know there was a psychiatry unit at Hell’s Pass. Maybe that’s because he’s 
never had to go there. There was never a need for a psychiatry unit in South Park, as far as 


he’s been concerned. The people here go about their business and don’t bring professionals in 
unless they’re bleeding out. That’s just... kind of the way it’s always been. 


Kyle thumbs awkwardly between the pages even though he found the page he’d needed close 
to five minutes ago. The drive continues silently and Kyle wonders if he’s supposed to be 
speaking. If he’s supposed to be giving Dad a description of what he’s feeling, though he’s 
pretty sure that’s what the whole therapy thing is for. 


Eventually, Hell’s Pass Hospital glares into the car from where the white exterior relays itself, 
shining bright in the sun. Dad parks and Kyle waits. A hesitation, because certainly this isn’t 
where he’s supposed to be. He rubs at the bridge of his nose with the back of his hand, 
covering his face from the potential of where he’s supposed to be. He doesn’t like it and he 
doesn’t want it, but it’s necessary. Dad said so himself. You might not want it, but you need it, 
or whatever it was he’d said. 


Kyle tucks the book under his arm, removes his phone and kit from his backpack, and 
unbuckles. He exits the car. He’s afraid, for a moment, that he’Il freeze up like he’s had a 
tendency to do, but that doesn’t happen. He is okay. He shuts the car door behind himself. 
Dad is already on the sidewalk, making his way to the front doors. Kyle follows, however 
uncomfortable this whole thing is. 


Dad speaks to the woman at the front desk, who gives them verbal directions to the 
psychiatry unit. Kyle mumbles something about being put in a nut house, though neither the 
orderly nor Kyle’s father appreciates the quip. He makes a note to himself to keep silent the 
rest of the way, especially as Dad tells him to cool it as they make their way to the elevator. 
They step on, hit the fourth floor button, and wait. 


No elevator music. Just buzzing. Then a ding when the floor is reached, and a voice saying 
door opening or something along those lines. Kyle guesses that’s for blind people, though his 
guess is probably incorrect. His thoughts fall indescribably to Eric. It makes so little sense, 
he’s almost startled by his own mind. Kyle shakes himself out of it and enters the psychiatry 
unit with Dad in tow. He doesn’t recall walking ahead of his father, but he supposes he 
internalized the directions to the unit more than he’d thought. 


Dad makes his way to the desk. Kyle sits in one of the waiting chairs and glances around the 
area. 


It looks more like a clinic. Like it’s a separate little entity inside of the hospital, rather than a 
part of the hospital itself. There’s some waiting chairs, and then there’s the door they came in. 
There are some children’s toys, small tables scattered intermittently between chairs with 
magazines... 


A door with a keypad lock on it. A wall, a hallway behind that wall, and another door with a 
keypad lock behind that. Then the desk, with another door behind that. 


Kyle wonders if having a lock like that on his windows and doors and closets at home would 
help him feel better. He immediately discards the idea and stares at his book and kit, which 
he’d rather inconsiderately placed on the seat next to him. 


Swallowing nervously, Kyle picks the book and kit up and hugs the items close to his chest. 


The place is more or less empty. There’s a woman reading a magazine across from him, but 
that’s about it. 


Kyle doesn’t belong here. He really doesn’t belong here. 
Christ, he probably smells like vomit... 


Dad comes over with two clipboards. He hands one to Kyle. Kyle takes it, and the pen his 
father offers, too. Dad sits in the chair next to him, where his book and kit had been not a 
minute earlier. Kyle sets both on his lap and rests the clipboard on top of them, staring down 
at it, at the... 


Questionnaire. 


In the past 2 weeks, how often have you been bothered by the following symptoms? Fill in 
the box with the number that best describes your feelings. 
0 - not at all 1 - several days 2 - more than half the days 3 - nearly every day 


Little interest or pleasure in doing things? [_] 
Kyle stares at that first question, at the box. He writes down a ‘3’. 
Feeling down, depressed, irritable, or hopeless? [_] 
Well, who doesn’t feel that way? Kyle puts another ‘3’ in the box. 
Trouble falling asleep, staying asleep, or sleeping too much? | _ | 
He’s always had sleep issues. 3. 
Feeling tired, or having little energy? [ _ | 
He’s almost always hypoglycemic. 3. 
Poor appetite or overeating? [3] 


Feeling bad about yourself — or that you are a failure, 
or have let yourself or your family down? [3] 


Trouble concentrating on things, such as 
reading the newspaper or watching television? [3] 


Moving or speaking so slowly that other 
people could have noticed? Or the oppo- 
site — being so fidgety or restless that you 
have been moving around a lot more than usual? [3 ] 


Thoughts that you would be better off dead, 
or of hurting yourself in some way? [3] 


Before Kyle can really understand what this questionnaire is supposed to be for, he finds 
himself staring at a piece of paper with a bunch of ‘3’s. 


As individual items, the questions don’t seem like a big deal. But all together, as a unit, it’s 
concerning even to Kyle. He stares at the little black ‘3’s. At the permanent little black ‘3’s. 


Kyle forces himself to bring his attention to the bottom of the page, where it asks for his 
name, the date, and a signature. He writes his name, gives the date, and scratches out his 
hasty signature. 


He flips the page up so he doesn’t have to stare at it anymore— and realizes there are more 
pages. 


Fuck. Just how much shit does he have to fill out? 


He looks over the second questionnaire. It looks the same as the first, with different 
questions. 


Feeling nervous, anxious, or on-edge? [_] 

Not being able to stop or control worrying? [_] 
Worrying too much about different things? [_] 
Trouble relaxing? [_ ] 

Being so restless that it is hard to sit still? [_] 
Becoming easily annoyed or irritable? | _ | 
Feeling afraid, or as if something awful might happen? [_ | 


Stupid as it sounds, Kyle feels disheartened. These questions are broad enough that he could 
put a ‘3’ in the box for every question. He could, but he doesn’t. He glances up at the clock, 
though he’s not interested enough in the time to read it. He keeps the numbers on this 
questionnaire more compacted to 0, 1, and 2. He makes a rule to never fill out any questions 
higher than that. 


Kyle writes his name and puts the date and signs the damn thing. Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ, 
he doesn’t need this. There are plenty of people out there who need therapy and 
questionnaires about mental health more than he does (he makes a point in not looking up at 
the basically empty waiting room surrounding him). 


Like Stan. Stan could have used this, but now... 


Thoughts of being Better Off Dead. 


Kyle shakes his head. He flips to the third and final page— something on substance abuse, 
which he doesn’t even consider answering entirely truthfully. It asks about marijuana usage 
in the past few months, and he puts a ‘0’ in the first box. The rest is honest— he’s never had 
alcohol, he’s never done LSD, or abused prescription drugs, or even done anything else other 
than weed. 


It reminds him of Stan. It seems that everything reminds him of Stan, now. 


Kyle writes his name, puts the date, and signs. He takes the papers out of the clipboard and 
reorganizes them— puts the substance abuse questionnaire on top, and the depression 
questionnaire on the bottom. If his dad knew he wanted to kill himself all the time... 


Well, he’d be put in a fucking institution for sure, wouldn’t he? 


Kyle holds on to the clipboard. He waits for the therapist to come out— and she eventually 
does. He doesn’t know her name. She looks more calm than he feels comfortable with. Her 
dark brown hair is almost black, and it’s straight. It comes to her shoulders, and is pushed 
behind her ears. There’s no way she’s older than thirty-two. 


“Kyle?” she says. “You ready?” 


When Kyle stands, he finds she’s shorter than him, but only by an inch. He doesn’t know 
whether to bring his book and kit, or whether he’s supposed to, or technically allowed to, but 
he doesn’t want to leave them out with his father and he doesn’t want to have someone steal 
his stuff. He picks them both up. 


“Gerald, is it?” she asks, addressing Dad. He nods. She smiles, though Kyle is pretty sure the 
smile was there earlier. He doesn’t know if it’s a genuine smile or a business smile. He 
doesn’t know which he would rather it be. “I’m Malissa; would you be alright accompanying 
us for the first half of the session?” 


It’s a rhetorical question, of course. So Dad stands up. The three of them make their way 
through the first door with the keypad lock. She leads the way to decent-sized office. In one 
comer there’s a desk. In another corner, a lounge chair— the one Malissa takes. Opposite 
Malissa’s chair, two other chairs, the same style. It’s comfortable, modern. 


The door is closed, and the three of them have privacy. Kyle bitterly examines the room and 
finds himself the last to take a seat. He’s left with the chair closest to the window. The chairs 
are a muted gray and there are pillows with yellow and white patterns... it irritates him, much 
like everything else has. He leaves the clipboard with the questionnaires nervously in his lap, 
along with the book and his kit. He stares out the window. 


Malissa introduces herself. Goes over the basics. She’s a therapist, she’ll talk to Kyle about 
his issues. She goes over confidentiality— how she’ll keep everything a secret, unless there’s 
reason to believe Kyle is a risk to himself or others, or if there’s abuse of some sort going on. 
Mandatory reporting, and all that. They go over family history of mental illness— none. 
Family history of physical illness. Diabetes. Issues with pregnancy or birth? Apparently Kyle 
was born with the umbilical cord wrapped around his neck, he didn’t know that. 


Kyle tunes the vast majority of it out, though. He doesn’t want to be here. He wants to be at 
home. He can feel his heartbeat in his chest, steady but stumbling. The moment of 
palpitations passes soon. 


“Alright, that’s it,” Malissa says. “Kyle, I’d like to talk to you alone for the rest of the 
session, are you alright with that?” 


No. No, no, no, no no no he is not okay with that. He doesn’t trust her. There’s something 
about her hair, something about her eyes. He refuses to look straight at her, even when he 
speaks— or even when she speaks, especially when she speaks. He hugs himself. But his 
mouth says, “Yeah.” 


“Alright. Thank you, Gerald.” 


Footsteps, as Malissa and Dad stand, as Malissa leads Dad back to the waiting room and 
comes back and Kyle doesn’t like being in a room inside of a hallway of other rooms 
protected by a keypad locked door from the waiting room. He doesn’t like it even though he 
should, right? So many locks and so much security, that’s exactly what he needs. To keep 
Eric out, to keep Eric away so he can’t hurt him anymore. 


Kyle starts bouncing his leg. He keeps staring out the window. 


Malissa comes back, shuts the door behind her. She sits back down in her chair, retrieves her 
clipboard. 


“How are you doing, Kyle?” 
Not okay nothing 5 okay. 
I dropped to the floor like a brick when someone grabbed me. 
I dont remember ninety percent of my day. 
Nothing is okay. 


“I’m good,” he says, automatic. His tongue has been trained to respond correctly to that 
question, not honestly. 


Then the real questions— or, as real as he supposes they’re going to get. 
“How old are you, Kyle?” 
Kyle still does not look at her as he replies, “Seventeen.” 


He sees some cars drive by on the road below, in the distance. It’s bare, out there. Rolling 
fields and vague hints of trees, the occasional plastic bag or shrub. Snow. Lots of snow. 
“When is your birthday?” she asks. 


“May twenty-sixth.” 


She writes something down. “What gender do you identify as?” 
“Male.” This is stupid. This is really stupid. Is she still smiling? She’s probably still smiling. 


“You don’t have to answer this one if you’re not comfortable,” she says, “but what is your 
sexuality?” 


Snappish, Kyle responds, “Why does it matter?” 


“It’s just some information to get to know who you are,” Malissa says. “If that’s what you 
mean.” 


Kyle bites at the inside of his cheek. He bites the skin, as fragile as it is— and as fragile as it 
is, it bleeds. He has the urge to gag himself, but he pushes it away. She shifts, and the air 
adjusts, like she’s about to move on. Before she can speak, he says, “I’m gay.” 


You didn’t have to say that. 
I dont care. 
Not anymore? 
Not about that. 
Kyle shuts his eyes tightly and presses the heel of his palm against the side of his head. He 
feels the whispers like they’re right there, muttering behind his ear or hushing just over his 
shoulder. 
“Did you used to care about it?” asks Malissa. 


Kyle looks up, confused. “What do you mean?” 


“You said you didn’t care about that anymore, insinuating you did at one point,” she says. 
“Has your stance on your sexuality changed?” 


“I...” He doesn’t recall speaking. He presses his lips together as tightly as possible. Kyle 
finds himself looking at her. She has one leg crossed over the other, her foot gently bouncing 
in the air. A nervous fidget? A restless fidget? Is she bored? He’s boring her. He shouldn’t be 
here. He should leave. 


Go away. 
Go away. 
Go away. 
Just stop thinking. 
Why is his head so loud today? 


“T used to care,” he says. “But now I realize it kind of really doesn’t matter, in comparison to 
other things.” 


“Like what?” 


“Like death, or dying, or suicide,” says Kyle. “It doesn’t matter, in comparison to those 
things... it just doesn’t.” 


Malissa hums. “Why do you bring those up?” 
“Ma’s dying,” he says. “And Stan tried to kill himself.” 


Kyle wants to gag himself. He doesn’t. He digs his fingers into the flesh of his arms. The cuts 
on his left burn. 


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Malissa says. “That must be very difficult for you, at home?” 


Kyle opens his mouth to reply, but no sound comes out. He can’t tell her. He can’t say it. He 
closes his mouth and looks out the window. For a moment, there is silence. And there is more 
silence, for a few more very long moments. 


“We can come back to that,” Malissa says, and she writes something down. “Would you like 
to continue with the questions?” 


Kyle doesn’t want to continue with anything but he says, “Yeah.” 
“Are you religious?” she asks. 
“P m—” his voice cuts out before he can say the word. 
Jew. 
He swallows and leaves it at, “Yeah.” 
But the question, “What religion do you practice?” is next, and it’s so innocent but 


Jew 
Jew 
Jew 
Jew 
Jew 
Jew 
Jewliet 
Jew 
Jewliet 
Jewliet 
Jew 

A calendar made of 
Jew 
Romeo 


nothing is ever as innocent as it seems. 


He’s not ashamed. He’s not. He will never be ashamed of it. His arm will burn and his skin 
will crawl and he’ll hear Eric screaming or whispering and he’ll feel the heat of a kiss on his 
lips but he will never be ashamed. 


So why can’t he say it? 
With much difficulty, he mutters, “I’m Jewish.” 
You’re a Jew. 
Filthy Jew. 
Dirty Jew. 
Lying Jew. 
Don’t deserve to be called a Jew, Jew. 
Marred disgusting fat 
perfect Jewish man from New Jersey. 
“Kyle?” 


Kyle snaps up from where he’d been staring at his lap. He hadn’t recognized it, but 
apparently he’d spaced out. He rubs the back of his neck. “Sorry, did you say something?” he 
asks. 


“T asked how school is going,” she says. 

Oh. Kyle swallows. “It’s going well,” he says. 

“How have your grades been?” she asks. 

“I...” he pauses. “I don’t know, I haven’t... checked.” 
He’s usually on top of that. He’s usually... 

His head hurts. 


“Do you have friends?” she asks. The spacey feeling returns. He stares at the corner of the 
room with the desk. 


He... he has friends, yeah. “Yeah.” 
“A lot of friends, or a few friends?” 


“A few,” he mutters. “Kenny, Butters, Stan...” 


The room gets quiet. It’s the thick kind of quiet that hangs in the air. He thinks about Stan. 
“You mentioned he attempted suicide,” Malissa says. “How is he?” 
“Comatose,” Kyle answers. 
And he laughs like it’s funny. 
How is he? 
Comatose! 
Ha ha! 
Comatose! 
He’s comatose! 
Get it? 
How is he? 
How is he? 
He’s comatose! 
Brain-dead, brain-dead, brain-dead, ain’t he? 
No. 


“He’s on this floor,” Kyle says, and he’s smiling, grinning like a madman or an idiot. “He’s 
on this very same floor, in this very same hospital, except he’s here for chasing a bottle of 
antidepressants and sleeping pills with a bottle of whiskey and I’m here for a self-harm 
problem I don’t even have! How funny is that?” 


Kyle barks out another laugh. His cheeks hurt with it, and he feels hot, but he can’t stop. 
He can’t... stop. 


There’s no stopping for him, because Ike keeps barging in and Dad keeps getting involved 
and everyone’s on edge from Stan’s attempt and Kyle envies Stan’s place. How funny is that? 


How fucked up is that? 
Kyle’s laughing fades into crying. 


He buries his face in his hands, resting his elbows on the book still in his lap. He tries to force 
away the rush of intense emotion, but it won’t leave, won’t stop. 


Whoever this therapist is, she lets him. 


She doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t do anything. She just sits in the room with him and lets 
him break down. 


It might sound weird, but... it’s freeing. 


Kyle’s crying calms down. His emotions calm down, as a whole. Eventually, he finds himself 
staring out the window with a swollen-feeling face and a mild headache. He watches the 
snow on the ground, even though it isn’t moving. He finds something even more soothing in 
the fact that Stan will be awake before the snow starts to melt. 


He doesn’t know how long he sits in silence— how long they sit in silence—, but it’s long 
enough, he supposes. The hour finishes. He feels it. Even before Malissa says, “The hour is 
up,” he can feel it in the air, like a shift. He swallows and looks at the clock. 


It’s strange. For how hesitant he’d been to come... he’s almost more hesitant to leave. 
“Are you alright to head out?” Malissa asks. “Or do you need a few more minutes?” 
Kyle shakes his head, wipes his eyes. “I’m— it’s fine,” he says. Malissa nods. 


“Go ahead and leave the clipboard you have with you on the table,” she says. She sets her 
own clipboard aside and stands. He puts the clipboard of his questionnaires on the table. He 
tucks his book and kit under his arm. 


Malissa goes to open the door. Before she can, Kyle blurts, “I’m sorry for— uh... crying, the 
whole time.” 


Malissa looks back at him. She shakes her head. “It’s fine,” she says. “This is your space to 
talk, or not talk, about whatever you need... therapy is a process, and we’ll take it one step at 
a time.” 


Kyle has no words, so he says nothing. He simply nods. Malissa smiles and opens the door, 
allowing him out. He makes his way to the waiting room. He stops in front of Dad, who sits 
in one of the chairs with a National Geographic magazine in his hands. Dad looks up. 


Dad sets aside the magazine and stands. They exit the unit and make their way down the hall. 
“So...” Dad says. “How’d it go?” 

“Fine,” Kyle says. 

“Do you want to come back?” Dad asks. ““Was she good?” 


“I...” Kyle trails off. He stares down at his shoes. The contrast, even if there’s very little— 
off-white versus the beige of the floor. “Yeah, yeah, I... I think I wanna come back.” 


Dad seems pleased with that. “Good,” he says. “That’s good.” 


They make it to the elevator. It’s the same one they took when they first got here an hour ago. 
Dad hits the button, and the doors open... but Kyle can’t. He swallows. Dad notices his 


hesitance and looks at him. 
“Everything okay?” Dad asks. Kyle nods. 


“Yeah, I just...” Kyle looks up. Down the hall, where Stan’s room is. Where Stan is. “... 
could I go visit Stan?” 


“Kyle, we have to go pick up your brother from school,” Dad says. 


“I— I know, but, I just— I really want to visit Stan,” Kyle says. “Could you come pick me up 
later, or something?” 


For a moment, it’s still. Eventually, Dad sighs— and Kyle knows the sigh. It’s a give-in. Kyle 
chews the inside of his cheek. “Fine,” Dad says. 


“Thank you,” says Kyle. 


“Text me when you need a ride,” Dad says. “And if I text you, I want you to respond 
immediately, do you understand?” 


“T got it,” Kyle says. 


Dad’s eyes are serious, even as he boards the elevator. Even as the doors close. Kyle finds 
himself alone on the fourth floor, for quite possibly the first time. If he’s been alone here 
before, he can’t recall. He tightens his grip on his things, briefly wondering if he could tuck 
his kit underneath his jacket. He wonders if he really needs it, even though he knows he does. 


Kyle walks, silent, down the hall. He feels judged, every time a nurse or doctor passes by him 
in a hurry. He feels like he’s intruding or being inconsiderate. No one bothers him, or talks to 
him, though, so he can only assume he’s okay. 


He pushes into the unit Stan’s room is in, not even bothering to read the sign. He makes his 
way slowly over to the room he knows Stan is in. The number is burned into his mind. 4268. 


Just before he can enter the room, his phone buzzes. Kyle’s heart stops for a moment. 


He ducks behind a wall and catches his breath. A disorderly dizziness explodes behind his 

eyes. He doesn’t know if that’s low blood sugar or panic from the fact that Eric might have 
just texted him. A task? No. No, no, not a task, no more tasks. The last task still stands. He 
has no plans of accepting it. 


Calmed down enough to feel more or less normal, Kyle reaches into his pocket and pulls out 
his phone. It’s probably just his dad, checking in on him. Eric likely isn’t texting him. Hell, 
it’s more likely to be Clyde or Butters or Kenny. Maybe Kenny’s here. Maybe he saw Kyle 
and texted him. No, that doesn’t make sense... 


Kyle unlocks his phone, forgetting to check the texts which had popped up on his lockscreen. 
There were a lot of them... 


He navigates to his text message screen. He sees he has texts from two different people— 
Clyde and Eric. Kyle’s heart pounds and he immediately clicks into Clyde’s contact so he 
doesn’t have to read whatever Eric sent him. 


Clyde 


Today 4:22 PM 
hey man! U good? I’m really sorry for grabbing u, bud. I got concerned and didn’t know 
what else to do.. 


Kyle reads and rereads and rerereads the text over and over and over. It’s simple. And... nice. 
He swallows. 


Clyde 


Today 4:24 PM 
It’s fine, I understand. I’m sorry for reacting the way I did. I don’t really know why that 
happened. 


Kyle glances around the unit. His phone buzzes with a new text. He hopes to all that’s holy 
it’s Clyde— and sure enough, it is. 


Clyde 

Today 4:25 PM 

hey don’t worry about it! Sometimes weird shit just happens, u know? Anyway, I just wanted 
to let u know that I’m here if you ever need anything. I know u said u didn’t need help but I 
just get concerned, u know? 

You say the phrase “You know” a lot. 


lol! Bad habit, sorry. Want me to cut down? 


Kyle types out his next reply, and is utterly startled at his initial response. He almost sent...? 
He blinks, shakes his head. He deletes one word, replaces it with another. 


Clyde 


Today 4:26 PM 
No, don’t worry. It’s fine. Could you remind me of the stuff I need to find samples for? 


sure! But it’s in the group chat, I posted the list. Still want me to send it? 
Right, I forgot. Sorry. Don’t worry about sending it again. 
killer! 


hey, u sure u are okay, though? 


Yeah, I’m alright. Thanks for checking in. 


no worries! Always here for u, bro!! Take care of yourself!!! 


Kyle turns his phone off and enters room 4268. 


Chapter End Notes 
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With no destination for his wait, it’s over far too soon. The sun goes down before he 
recognizes the idea that time has passed, and he’s startled when he hears Missus Marsh stand 
up. He watches as she gathers her purse. 


“Would you like a ride home?” she asks him. He doesn’t know what to say at first, but he 
manages to find an answer that complies more with acceptance than portrayed politeness. 
Though, in some ways, he thinks it’d be impolite not to accept such an invitation. 


“Only if you’re willing,” he says. 
“Of course,” she replies. “You’re like family to us.” 


Kyle swallows back the thickness in his throat. He nods. He squeezes Stan’s hand tightly for 
a moment, though the “tightness” which he uses is still so gentle. He’s terrified of breaking 
him. He stands up and gathers his kit and book. Before they leave, Missus Marsh brushes 
Stan’s hair back and kisses his forehead. 


He hears her whisper, “T11 be back tomorrow,” followed by an even gentler, “I love you, 
baby.” 


That hits something sensitive inside of his heart, and it takes all of his effort not to break 
down into tears again. He blinks sharply and tries to sniff as quietly as possible. Maybe he 
hasn’t done enough to show Stan he loves him. Maybe he’ll never be able to. Maybe Stan 
knew that, and maybe that’s why... 


Kyle follows Missus Marsh out of the room and out of the unit and out of the hospital. It 
doesn’t take long for them to get to her car. He sits in the front seat— which feels a little 


more intrusive than he typically prefers, but the backseat is an entity he isn’t prepared to face. 
Missus Marsh pulls out of the parking lot and they begin on the drive home. 


Kyle rests his forehead on the window. He feels the glass bump against his forehead. 


“That’s how he sits,” Missus Marsh says. Kyle is so shocked by conversation, he can’t move 
for a moment. But the moment passes, and he lifts his head, and he looks over. Her eyes are 
rimmed red. No explanation is needed. 


“Ts it?” he asks. She hums an affirmative. 


“Yeah,” she says. “I picked him up the day he was suspended, and he was sitting the exact 
way you were... Sometimes we would joke we’d hit a pothole too hard and he’d break the 
window.” 


She pauses, before finishing with: 
“He always had a hard head.” 
Kyle smiles. “So he was always built for football.” 


Missus Marsh chuckles softly under her breath. Kyle follow suit, but soon after the gentle 
laughter begins, the burning in his eyes returns and he has to force himself to stop before he 
gets carried away. 


He thought he’d be all cried-out by now, but apparently not. 


“He ran head-first into so many things when he was a kid,” Missus Marsh says. Her eyes 
glitter, and Kyle doesn’t know if that’s from newly budding tears, or if that’s from the 
brightness of the sun peeking out from clouds. “I remember, when he was about two, he fell 
flat on his face... got right back up, and immediately started laughing. Like it was the 
funniest thing in the world, I never understood it.” 


“Stan’s special, that’s for sure.” 
“He is.” 


The urge to cry. Another wave of fighting tears. Kyle swallows and looks back out the 
window. He doesn’t know if he should rest his head against the window again or not— if 
that’s a good reminder or a bad reminder. 


Although overly conscious about it, Kyle rests his head against the window again. He tries to 
picture what it would have been like for Stan, staring out this very same glass. He must have 
seen this very same view, at some point. He must have seen that very same tree, and this very 
same sky, and felt the hypnotizing, yet grounding, bump-bump-bump of his head against it. 
And maybe, at one point, Stan felt like the world was collapsing in on him. 


Like a light switch, Kyle’s proprioception ceases, and he feels like he’s floating. 


Too soon, much too soon, they reach the neighborhood. They reach Kyle’s house. The end of 
the driveway, where Missus Marsh parks the car so he can get out. He hesitates, though. He 
sees his father’s car and he hesitates. 


“T love your son,” Kyle blurts. He doesn’t look away from the view of his home from the 
window. “I really, really love him.” 


He doesn’t know what possesses him to say it. He doesn’t know why he thinks it’s a good 
idea, or even where the hell the idea of saying it came from. He just says it. Missus Marsh 
doesn’t say anything for a while. Maybe she’s mad at him. 


But when she finally speaks, she sounds anything but. 
“I know he loves you, too,” she says. “I think maybe more than you realize.” 


Kyle sniffs. He closes his eyes for a second, blinks them dry. He glances over. “This might 
sound weird,” he says, “but do you think I could see his room?” 


Missus Marsh doesn’t say anything. She just puts the car back into gear and drives the twenty 
odd feet down the road, turns up the driveway, turns off the car. They both get out. Kyle lags 
behind, so Missus Marsh is able to keep ahead of him. He doesn’t want to monopolize this. 
Stan’s house, the Marsh house, it’s a sacred place that... holds something special. He steps 
inside of the house when Sharon holds the door open for him... 


It’s kind of terrifying, seeing things exactly the way they were when Kyle was here last. He 
sees the couch, where he and Stan smoked so many fucking joints it’s unreal. Where they 
made out a few (more than a few) times. The coffee table, where Stan would put the cinder 
block. The television, the table near the window where the digital picture frame sits. He sees 
the entry to the kitchen. He wonders if they still have the bag of chips he’d ransacked weeks 
ago. 


Missus Marsh leads the way upstairs after setting her things aside, and taking off her shoes. 
Kyle takes off his own, a habit, and follows. The fifth stair creaks. The top of the staircase 
creaks, too. He sees the door to the bathroom. He wonders if that’s where... 


The door to Stan’s bedroom is closed. He doesn’t know if it was left that way or closed 
artificially. Now that he thinks about it, he doesn’t really know where Stan made the attempt. 
He doesn’t know how it happened, at all. He doesn’t know if that’s a blessing or a curse. He 
doesn’t know if he wants to know, or if he should know. 


Missus Marsh stops in front of the door, her hand resting on the knob. 
Silence, stillness. 

“I haven’t been in here,” she says. “Not since... Sunday night, I don’t think.” 
“If you don’t want anyone in there, I understand,” Kyle says. 


“No, it’s fine,” she replies, shaking her head. “It’s just... kind of strange.” 


She turns the knob and pushes the door open. She steps inside. Kyle steps in after her. 
The room feels exactly the same. And that feels like a crime, because nothing is the same. 


The closet is open. Stan’s old Toolshed outfit is mussed in front of the closet. His sheets are 
strewn, half off of the bed. There’s a flask on the floor at the foot of it. 


“Take as long as you need,” says Missus Marsh, her voice thick. Kyle thinks she gives him a 
little, pained smile before she leaves, but he doesn’t know for sure. He’s too overwhelmed by 
what he’s seeing. 


Holy fuck. Holy fuck, did Stan do it here? 


A weakness collects in his knees, and he feels lightheaded. His body tries to fall backwards, 
but he grabs onto the wall before he can collapse. He hesitates for a moment, there. Leaning 
against Stan’s bedroom wall and taking it all in. He takes in a deep breath, holds, lets it go. 


When he feels ready, Kyle eases himself away from the wall and makes his way over to the 
closet. He crouches in front of the Toolshed outfit. He sets his kit and book down on the 
ground and muses over playing Superheroes back when they were kids. He pushes his fingers 
through the soft, worn fabric of the shirt. 


Maybe it's stupid, and it's probably more than a little creepy, but Kyle lifts the shirt from the 
ground. He holds it as gently as possible in his hands, stares at it. He feels the fabric. It smells 
like Stan. The entire room smells like Stan, but this shirt is more concentrated with it. The 
gentle musk and smell of apples, it... 


Something falls to the ground. 
It’s a bag. The thing that fell is a bag. 
One of those tiny plastic bags, the ones stereotypically thought to be used for drugs. 


Kyle puts the shirt down and picks the bag up. He looks into it, and when it’s against the 
darker background of the closet door, he realizes there’s something in it. A tablet. It kind of 
looks like paper, but he knows it’s not. It’s white, plain white, but it’s... 


It’s LSD. It’s fucking LSD. 


Kyle whispers, “What the fuck.” He drops the bag and pushes himself away from the outfit. 
The image of it makes him feel sick. He can’t get rid of it. Stan took LSD? Since when? Was 
that a new thing, or had he been dabbling in harder shit this whole fucking time? 


Sitting on his knees, he presses his face into his hands and allows himself a moment to 
surrender to the horror of it all. He bites his tongue so he won’t make any sound. He sits, 
fighting the urge to burst into tears. He feels like he can’t get a proper breath in. Jesus Christ. 


Jesus Christ. 


Kyle slowly sits back up properly. He stands, shaky, and makes his way out of Stan’s 
bedroom. He doesn’t think twice before opening the door to the bathroom. 


He stops in front of the sink and turns it on. It smells like apple air conditioner in here, or 
maybe that’s just more remnants of that shampoo. Stan used apple shampoo. 


Stan uses apple shampoo. 


Kyle splashes cold water on his face. It hurts and helps in the worst ways. It irritates his skin. 
He wipes the water from his eyes. He remembers being pinned to the bathroom sink by Eric. 


He unzips his jacket and uses the collar of his shirt to pat his face dry. He turns the water off 
and zips his coat back up. He gives the bathroom one last look before— 


...what’s that? 


There’s a dark object behind the toilet. He sees a glimpse of it, just as he’s about to leave. He 
pauses, takes a moment to ponder what it could be. 


Slowly, Kyle approaches. He crouches between the side of the toilet and the shower, peeking 
down. 


It’s Stan’s phone. 


Kyle doesn’t know why it’s back there. It’s a bad place for a phone— and it’s kind of really 
gross. Kyle grabs a wad of tissue and uses that to retrieve the phone. He takes it to the sink. 
He throws the current wad of tissue into the bin, and grabs a new wad of tissue. He dampens 
it only slightly, then gives Stan’s phone a quick wipe-down. He throws that wad of tissue in 
the bin, then takes Stan’s phone to Stan’s room. Kyle hits the home button. There are a lot of 
missed texts and calls from Kenny. Kyle swipes for the unlock screen. It’s asking for a typical 
four-number passcode. 


Kyle enters in a guess— 0903— but the phone buzzes and complains. So it’s not the day Stan 
got Sparky... 


Frowning, Kyle sits on Stan’s bed and tries a different passcode. 1019. Nope, not Stan’s 
birthday, either. 


Christ, what would Stan have as his passcode? His locker combo? Kyle hopes not. He doesn’t 
know Stan’s locker combination. It’s numbers, so it can’t be a middle name or anything. Kyle 
swears to all that’s holy, if it’s 0420... 


He enters it. Another complaining buzz. Thank goodness. 


What the hell else would it be, though? Kyle isn’t privy to Shelley’s birthday, or any other 
major dates in Stan’s life. Well, he is, but he can’t imagine any of them would have been so 
important that Stan made it his passcode. There are too many to pinpoint one extremely 
special one. 


Mostly having given up, Kyle sighs and enters one more attempt: 0526... 


Stan’s phone unlocks. 

Stan’s passcode is Kyle’s birthday. 

A weird feeling is triggered in Kyle’s chest at the realization of that. 

Kyle shakes the feeling away and examines the screen. 

Surprisingly, it’s open to Kenny’s text contact. It’s mostly a slew of messages, interspersed 
with a lot of missed calls. Kyle scrolls up a bit, until he gets to the top of that particular 


conversation. It’s from Monday. As Kyle reads it, he realizes it was during Stan’s attempt. 


Stan is basically unintelligible for the first two messages. It’s really scary. Kyle swallows and 
reads the conversation as a whole. 


KENNY 


Monday 16:48 
H 


H2u2 lol 

wuzzup friend 

Monday 16:52 

? 

Monday 16:55 

duuude u there lol? 

hey I.have a can u do me after favor? 

ummmm wut lol 

wym?? 

can u do me a favor 

sry my finger slipped 

dude holy shit it took ya long enuf ffs,,? It took u that long 2 type that? 
anyway I guess I can do ya a solid. Wut chu need, bro? 
tell craig it isnt his fault end tell kyle I love him 


lol y,,,, tell them that urself?? 


y do u want me 2 tell them that anyway 
stan 

hellooo 

stan I have a question 

stan? 

why do you want me to tell them that? 


Missed Call 17:02 
stan are you there 


Missed Call 17:04 
stan pick up the phone 


Missed Call 17:06 
this isnt funny man 


Missed Call 17:07 
Missed Call 17:08 
im not kidding dude pick up the goddamn phone im calling the police 


Missed Call 17:10 
pick up the fucking phone im coming over 


Missed Call 17:11 
Missed Call 17:12 
Missed Call 17:12 
Missed Call 17:13 
what did you do stan 


cmon talk to me man please 


Missed Call 17:14 
Missed Call 17:14 
Missed Call 17:15 
please 


Holy fuck. 


Kyle feels sick to his stomach. He scrolls back up and reads it again, just to make sure he 
hadn’t missed anything. He had no idea Stan contacted Kenny. Kenny hasn’t said much about 
his role in it. He hasn’t said much at all, actually, and Kyle had always been happy about that. 
Now there’s this weight in his heart, knowing Kenny had run all the way here. 


Maybe Kenny had found him. 
Kyle is just about to close the phone, but his curiosity gets the better of him. 


He knows it’s a breech of privacy. Stan would be really mad if he knew Kyle was snooping 
through his phone, but at the same time... 


Kyle doesn’t know. He can’t explain it. It’s just this thing in his chest. He wants to be as close 
to Stan as possible, and since he’s no longer in the hospital... 


It’s why he wanted to visit Stan’s bedroom. Not the phone, but the closeness. 


Kyle hits the back button on the message screen, and looks at the most recent conversations 
between Stan and people. 


First it’s Kenny, then it’s Missus Marsh, and then it’s someone named “Spacebook”’. 
Who the fuck is Spacebook? Kyle clicks into the contact. 


Reading the texts is enough for Kyle to know that this “Spacebook” is a drug dealer. Kyle 
wonders if this is where Stan had been getting his weed. He scrolls up, prepared for a long 
history, but it only spans for two conversations— the first of which had been on Friday. 


Looking at the short length of Stan and Spacebook’s texting history, Kyle can assume it’s 
someone from school. They also seem to be a drug dealer, but not one that Stan gets weed 
from. Unless this is a new number from this person? No, Spacebook’s first message to Stan is 
about if Stan’s number is the right one... 


It has to be someone from school. It has to. Looking at the fact that Stan had been getting 
LSD safety information from them, it’s likely they were the one who supplied Stan with the 
LSD. They talked about “Spacebook” being a trip sitter for Stan’s first time. 


Something about the mannerisms of “Spacebook”’s texts, Kyle has a feeling he knows who it 
is. 


He pulls his own phone out of his pocket and navigates to Kenny’s number. 


Kenny 


Today 5:34 PM 
Hey, what’s Craig’s number? 


Kyle waits, slightly impatient, for a reply. He flinches when he gets one relatively quickly. 


Kenny 


Today 5:35 PM 
uh sry m8 but I don’t think craig wld like it if I gave out his # to every! who asked. 


You make it sound like a lot of people ask for his number. 


mayb they do. ;) wink wink nuj nuj 

Is he a drug dealer? 

Kenny doesn’t respond. Not for a minute or two. 
Kenny 


Today 5:40 PM 
yo y ru askin abt craig 


I found Stan’s phone. I think Stan got LSD from Craig. I just need to know if you know about 
any of Craig’s shit. 


dude craig isnt a drug dealer. 


n stop goin thru stan’s fucking phone, it’s weird. 
Kyle quickly switches to Clyde’s contact, attempting the same tactic, with a mild twist. 
Clyde 


Today 5:46 PM 
Hey, what’s Craig’s number? 


huh? Why?? 
I have some stuff I need. 


oooh I got u bro, lol. PII send u his number.. Meet with him in person, though! He’s weirdly 
anti-tech for being so good at it... 


Was that manipulative? Whatever. Kyle opens Spacebook’s contact information just as Clyde 
sends Craig’s phone number. 


And it hits Kyle, all of a sudden, in the middle of triple-checking, that the numbers are the 
same. 


Kyle doesn’t think before he gets up. He pockets both his phone and Stan’s, even if that is 
inconsiderate. He’s not thinking about that. He forgets about the book he brought, forgets 
about his kit, and makes his way downstairs as quickly as possible. His face heats up with 
anger. He kicks on his shoes. 


“Kyle?” Missus Marsh says, peeking out of the kitchen. “Are you alright?” 


“I’m testing a theory,” Kyle says. 


He storms out of the Marsh house, closing the door as gently as he can with the rage building 
in his veins. White-hot, prickling and filthy. He almost trips on a crack in the sidewalk, but he 
manages to carry his balance. 


All too soon, yet not soon enough, he’s walking up Craig’s driveway. The cold doesn’t phase 
Kyle, not in the slightest. The shock of the revelation has mostly worn off, leaving only a 
pure, unadulterated, passionate burning aching screaming lividness. He steps up onto Craig’s 
porch and lifts a hand and BAM BAM BAM bangs on the door. No one answers, at first. 
There are no cars in the driveway, so he doesn’t know if anyone’s technically home right now 
but he doesn’t particularly care he will stand here until someone comes home and BAM 
BAM BAM still no one answers, where is everyone? Where is Craig? Where the fuck is he? 
Another round, BAM BAM BAM and finally the door opens. 


Kyle doesn’t take in any details of Craig’s appearance before he throws himself into the 
house and rams into Craig with all his strength. Craig stumbles backwards. 


Kyle pulls away, for just a moment. He can’t get a breath in. He tries and tries but no air 
enters his lungs. A mild dizziness overwhelms him, but he doesn’t allow it to win. Again, he 
lunges. Craig catches him by the shoulders, holding himself far enough and hard enough so 
Craig doesn’t topple over. Kyle can’t help it. He beats his hands into Craig’s chest, slams the 
heels of his palms against his ribcage and sternum. 


“You asshole!” Kyle screams. Craig doesn’t say anything. He has the audacity to say nothing. 
He has the audacity to say nothing and grab Kyle’s wrists. Kyle recalls and remembers and 
sees a pencil in the carpet, he wrenches himself out of Craig’s grip. As soon as Craig has let 
go, Kyle grabs Craig’s hoodie, squeezes the fabric so Craig can’t possibly go anywhere. “You 
sold him drugs?” 


More silence. It makes Kyle want to scream louder. It makes Kyle want to throw caution to 
the wind and throw Craig down. Kyle tries. He shoves Craig back. Craig doesn’t stumble. 


“Putz!” Kyle snaps. “I hate you! I hate you, I hate you, I hate you, I-hate-you-I-hate-you!” 


Craig opens his mouth to say something, but the idea of Craig saying anything suddenly 
infuriates Kyle beyond belief. He reaches out, wraps his hands around Craig’s throat. 


“I could kill you! I could kill you right now! How would you like that? How would you like 
that? Answer me!” Craig opens his mouth again, but all that comes out is a choking sound. 
Kyle tightens his grip, digs his nails into Craig’s skin. He doesn’t care about the fact that 
Craig is pushing at his chest, trying to get him to back up. Kyle doesn’t care. There’s this 
power that builds in his chest, this sense of control, this sense of J could do this and no one 
can stop me and he sees it, he sees himself taking out his anger in such a brutal way and he “I 
could kill you like you killed him!” 


Someone grabs Kyle from behind. It’s such a shock, Kyle lets go of Craig in favor of trying 
to defend himself. Craig gasps for air. Kyle lets out an unholy howl of a noise, followed by 
the unbearable heat of tears streaming down his cheeks. He doesn’t know when he’d started 
to cry. Kyle’s arms are pinned to his sides by whoever the hell is bear-hugging him. 


“Are you fucking— agh!— kidding me right now? Kyle, what the f—fuck is wrong with 
you, man?” 


It’s Tweek. That’s Tweek. Kyle would recognize his high-pitched, spazzing voice anywhere. 
Kyle doesn’t respond to him. He thrashes once more, attempting escape, but he gets nowhere. 
The side of his head hits Tweek’s jaw. Tweek doesn’t seem phased. It’s a lot of input at once, 
and Kyle finds himself breaking down faster and faster. He wonders if he would ever have it 
in himself to kill another human being. If he is a horrible person for borderline fantasizing 
about it, on two separate occasions. Would Stan still love him if he killed the people who hurt 
them? He sobs. His legs give out. 


Tweek supports him the whole way to the ground, even goes so far as to crouch with him. 
Kyle grabs Tweek’s shirt without thinking twice. 


“He overdosed,” Kyle whimpers. “He overdosed, he overdosed, he overdosed...” 


Kyle grabs Tweek’s shirt tighter and curls up more. Tweek hasn’t let go. Kyle gasps for 
breath. 


“Stanley, Stanley, Stanley...” 


Kyle buries his face into Tweek’s shirt. He’s not thinking right enough to feel self-conscious. 
Kyle lets out another noise— a high, breaking keen. 


“You killed him,” Kyle says. “You killed him, you-killed-him-you-killed-him-you-killed-him- 
you-killed-him-you—!” 


Kyle can’t breathe; he gasps. Tweek has started to stroke his back. Kyle snaps his attention 
over to Craig. He can’t see him very well, full of so many tears. It’s like he’s looking at Craig 
from underwater. Again, Kyle shouts, “You sold him drugs?” 


Silence. A second, a minute, an hour, however long. Craig slouches and starts rubbing his 
arms, like he's cold. His eyes are wide. He inhales. Once, twice, deep, panicky. Craig is 
avoiding eye contact; the way he looks everywhere except for at the people in the room is 
frantic and disorganized. “I needed the money,” Craig mutters. “Oh, fuck, I needed the 
money.” 


Kyle rips away from Tweek and lunges at Craig again. Tweek grabs him before he can do any 
sort of damage. Kyle yells. “You needed the money? Is that supposed to make it better?” 


Kyle lets out a third noise. As loud as he can, he shouts. A wordless, pitiful, horrid shout that 
doesn’t even begin to portray what he’s feeling. He lets it out until he can’t anymore. He 
tastes tears. 


Kyle can only whisper, his throat hurts. “You heartless bastard, you psychopath, you 
murderer, you son of a whore...” 


Craig starts, “I didn’t mean—” 


“You what? You what?” Kyle’s attempts at being loud are hindered by the dryness of his 
throat. “You didn’t mean to what? To what? To leave him on a ventilator? To stick a tube 
down his throat? To put him into a coma? You didn’t mean to?” 


A pause. Craig mumbles, “I didn’t want to sell to him.” 


“Then why?” Kyle asks. He inhales, as hard as he can. He can’t breathe. He can’t see. He 
squeezes his eyes shut so it’s voluntary. Heavy, large tears fall from his eyes— he feels them, 
trailing down his cheeks and chin and finally ending in his lap. “Why did you do this? Why- 
why-why did you take him away from me...?” 


Kyle swallows. He drops his head down. He doesn’t have the energy anymore. He hugs 
himself, tries to find comfort, even in the endless shaking of his entire body. 


He rocks forward and weeps. 


Chapter End Notes 


next chapter will be posted on sunday, november 3rd 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


The Art of Damning 


Chapter Summary 


“Calm down, Ike, you’re making it sound like I’m going to die.” 
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Craig hadn’t known about Stan’s overdose, and neither had Tweek. Once Kyle calms down, 
his body metabolizes the guilt which stems from fury, whether it’s just or not. He pulls 
himself up off of the floor and leaves without another word, unable to handle the way Craig 
starts to hyperventilate. 


No longer overwhelmed with the boiling in his blood, Kyle is affected by the cold of the 
outside. He hugs himself as he walks down the sidewalk, making the ten minute trek back to 
his house. His pockets are weighted down with his phone and Stan’s. He recalls what he’d 
found in the text conversations he’d read. He recalls Stan’s passcode. It’s a lot in too short of 
a time, and he feels his energy levels drop significantly. His head hurts, his throat is dry, and 
it’s difficult to get a full breath in. 


By the time he gets home, he’s really shaking. His head feels scraped empty, and it’s hard to 
see. Like there’s a film over his eyes. He tries to blink through it, but it doesn’t leave. He 
steps up the driveway and makes it to the door. He takes a moment to rest, hand on the siding. 
The corners of his vision go dark and twitch, little pinpricks, like static is closing in. 


Kyle tries to door. It’s locked. Where’s his key? He pats his pockets, but he only feels the 
phones. He wonders if he should go return Stan’s phone to Missus Marsh. Would Stan want 
his mother to have his phone, though? Kyle doesn’t know. It’s not like they ever discussed 
it... oh, there’s his key, in his jeans pocket. 


He pushes his key into the lock and twists. It’s incredibly difficult, if not impossible, to keep 
his hands steady. Even his legs are shaking, like he’s run four miles rather than walked one. 


Finally, the door opens, and he pushes inside. He struggles, for a moment, to pull his key out 
of the lock, but he finally manages. He closes the front door behind himself and locks it 
again. 


“Kyle, where have you been?” 


Kyle looks up. His father is exiting the kitchen, drying his hands off with a towel like he’s 
been doing dishes. Ike peeks out from the doorway. He’s still dressed in his uniform. Very 
briefly, Kyle wonders what time it is. 


“You didn’t text me to come pick you up,” Dad says, obviously agitated. Kyle tries again to 
blink the film away from his eyes. “Stan’s mom told me you’d left her house to ‘test a 
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theory’. 


“You, uh...” Kyle swallows, though it’s more than a little uncomfortable to do so. His throat 
hurts. His stomach churns. “Spoke to her?” 


“She came over to drop off your things,” Dad says. He disappears into the kitchen. 


What’s happening? Kyle forgot. He clumsily attempts to remove his shoes. It’s hard work. 
For the life of him, he can’t figure out why doing something so simple is suddenly so 
incredibly difficult. 


“I asked you a question,” Dad says. Kyle looks up again, disoriented. Dad is back in the 
living room, except he no longer has a dishtowel in his hands. Kyle doesn’t remember there 
being a question. He glances down to his shoes... he hasn’t managed to take them off yet. 


Kyle kicks at the heel of his left shoe with his right foot. He leans on the door with one hand 
to keep himself steady. Finally, he manages to get one shoe off. He shuffles, slowly repeating 
the same process with the other shoe. 


“Kyle.” 


Kyle looks back up. Dad’s looking at him expectantly. What? Oh, right, there was a question. 
Kyle tries to remember what the question was, but he really can’t even remember there being 
one... 


He still has to take off his shoes. He looks back down. No, he took one off. He just has to get 
the other off. He tries for another moment to kick the shoe off, but he doesn’t manage. He 
carefully lifts his foot up and pulls it off with his free hand. He drops it to the floor. 


After a moment, Kyle steps away from the door and lets both of his arms fall to his sides. 
He’s really tired. He should go up to bed. Yeah, that’s a good idea. Up to bed... 


But just looking at the staircase is exhausting. He spots the empty couch and wonders if he 
could set up there. Just take a little nap, regain some energy. He begins on his way to the 
couch. He feels sick. 


“Are you okay?” Ike asks, still hovering around the kitchen doorway. Kyle looks up. He does 
so too fast. The static around his eyes gets more significant. His heart stumbles in his chest, 
his center of gravity changes. 


There are firm hands on Kyle’s arms, and for a moment, he doesn’t know what to do. He 
fights the contact, even if his attempt at doing so is incredibly weak. “Kyle, sit down,” Dad 
says. Sit down. Kyle can do that. He reaches out to the couch to find it with his issues in 
seeing. Dad helps guide him, keeping a hand on his shoulder. Kyle sits down. “Ike, grab his 
kit, please.” 


Footsteps shuffle away. Kyle waits for his sight to return. It clears up a little. Blinking does 
nothing to fix the blurriness, but that doesn’t stop him from trying. Dad kneels in front of 
him. Kyle can see him there. 


His head throbs. The urge to close his eyes and fall asleep presents itself. He doesn’t realize 
that he actually tries to do that until his head hits his father’s shoulder and he feels Dad tap 
him awake. “Stay awake, keep your eyes open,” Dad says. Kyle forces himself to sit upright 
again. 


Ike comes back with Kyle’s kit and a juice box. Kyle’s eyes naturally attempt to close. It’s 
just so much more comfortable. Falling asleep sounds really attractive right now. He blinks 
his eyes open just in time to see Dad holding the juice box toward him. Kyle pushes it away. 


“Kyle, now is not the time,” Dad says. He holds it out again, more insistently. Kyle shakes 
his head and pushes it away. He’s not interested in drinking right now. He wants to go to bed. 


“T can’t,” Kyle mumbles. It’s pathetic even to himself, his jaw tightening prematurely on the 
words. 


“You can, come on,” Dad says. Kyle closes his eyes again, a defiance. It starts the downward 
spiral of losing consciousness, and his head falls against his father’s shoulder again. “Kyle, 
you have three seconds until I bring out the glucagon.” 


Kyle gives in. He forces himself upright. He takes the juice box and takes a testing sip. It 
hurts his head, but then again, everything hurts his head. The dryness in his throat, the empty 
scraping against the sides of his skull, it’s all a lot. 


Kyle doesn’t know who grabs his hand and pricks his finger, mostly because he’s not 
interested in paying attention to that. His eyes are closed again and he’s slowly sipping from 
this juice box. He remembers this happening a few times when he was a kid. The feeling is a 
little different, he remembers the headaches being a whole fuck ton worse when he was 
younger, but the same general thing has happened a few times before. It’s miserable. 


“Oh, wow.” And that’s Ike. 


Kyle opens his eyes. He catches a vague glimpse of the number on the glucometer. It 
involves a two and a three, but he’s not entirely sure if that means he’s at 23 or 32. Either 
way, it’s not great. Kyle has a strange urge to stop drinking the juice box and refuse to fix this 
episode, but he doesn’t give in to it. He’s supposed to be getting better, even though he really 
doesn’t want to. And even if he does want to die, he knows doing it this way wouldn’t work. 
He’d just pass out and his father would inject him with glucagon and then he’d throw up and 
be taken to the hospital and stuck with another IV. 


More trouble than it’s worth. 


Halfway through the juice box, Kyle feels like he can’t have any more. He holds it in his lap, 
staring at the peach-colored bandaid on his finger that doesn’t match his skin even in the 
slightest. He feels nauseous. He sees the glimpse of a nutrition label on it, and forces back the 


intense urge to look at it. He already knows the carbohydrate information, but he doesn’t 
know the calorie count. It’s a more recent obsession of his, he supposes... 


Kyle turns the juice box around in his hand, then turns it back the other way. It’s not as hard 
to see as it was before he’d had some of the juice. His head still hurts, though, and he’s still 
pretty shaky. He struggles to fidget with the juice box. He chews on the inside of his cheek 
and tries to casually catch a glimpse of the calorie count when he lifts it to his mouth and 
forces another sip. 


120. 
If he’s had half, that’s about 60. He should stop now, shouldn’t he? 


He holds the juice box out for his father to take back. Dad takes it, moves to set it on the 
coffee table— but stops short. He hands it back. “You didn’t finish it,” Dad says. 


“I don’t wanna finish it,” Kyle says. Ike gives him a look. Kyle ignores it. 


“I know you don’t want to finish it, but you have to,” Dad says. He pushes it closer to Kyle. 
“Finish the apple juice.” 


With utter reluctance, Kyle takes the juice box back and forces himself to finish the rest of it. 
It makes his stomach churn. He wants to get rid of it, but he can’t. He’s stuck on the couch. 
He can’t really walk efficiently yet; his legs feel shaky, even sitting down like he is. He hands 
the juice box back. Dad takes it once more, this time satisfied with the fact that it’s empty. It 
gets set on the coffee table. 


Fifteen minutes pass. It’s stiff and silent and a few times, Kyle’s head gets the best of him. He 
gets dizzy and weak and finds himself dropping his head back down onto his father’s 
shoulder. Dad doesn’t make Kyle sit upright, but he does check in on Kyle a few times to 
make sure he didn’t die. Kyle appreciates that, he guesses. He feels Dad shift. He sits up 
enough to see Dad’s checking his watch. 


“How are you feeling?” he asks. Kyle shrugs. 
“Bad, but better,” Kyle says. 


“Well, you got pretty low there, so I don’t blame you.” Dad picks the kit back up. “Are you 
able to check yourself, or do you want me to do it?” 


“T can do it,” Kyle says. Dad holds the kit out to Kyle, who takes it. He puts a new strip into 
the meter. He pricks his finger. He waits for the number to pop up. 68. That’s decent. Not 
great, but a hell of a lot better than 32 or 23. Now he’s approaching where he generally 
should be. “Sixty-eight.” 


“A lot better,” Dad says. “Do you want to try eating something now?” 


“T really don’t,” Kyle says. 


“When’s the last time you ate?” Ike cuts in. He has his arms crossed over his chest, closed off 
and accusing of something. 


“T ate lunch,” Kyle says. 
“All of it?” Ike asks. 


“Yeah,” Kyle says. He remembers how embarrassed he’d felt after eating his entire lunch. He 
knows he’s supposed to eat his entire lunch, but it doesn’t eliminate the guilt. Maybe just how 
quickly he’d eaten is what really triggers his shame. At least he was able to get rid of it... 
Kyle shakes his head. He shoots the same accusing glare to Ike. “How much of your lunch 
did you eat?” 


“I’m not the—” Ike cuts off. Kyle knows exactly what he was going to say. I’m not the one 
with the eating problem. Except, in the eyes of Dad, Ike is the one with the eating problem. 
Saying otherwise would set off alarm bells, wouldn’t it? Now Kyle has Ike trapped. 


Kyle doesn’t really like having his little brother trapped. 


“Whatever,” Ike mumbles. He drops his arms to his sides. There’s a pause before anyone says 
anything else. 


Dad pats Kyle’s knee and stands up. “Kyle, I’d really like it if you ate something for dinner,” 
he says. “You can wait the rest of the hour, but if you do that, you need to drink another juice 
box.” 


“Okay,” Kyle says. 


“And I want you to stay in the company of Ike or I,” Dad says. “Just for the rest of the night, 
until bed, in case you start dropping again.” 


“I won’t, but okay,” Kyle says. Dad shoots Kyle a look. Kyle doesn’t bother fighting back on 
it. He knows it’s the best idea for his safety, anyway. It’s not every day he gets so low he 
almost faints. Well, it never used to be. He’s been getting lows more often lately. 


A part of him is confused at how he hadn’t known he was low earlier. Usually he’s pretty 
observant on that type of thing. Maybe it was all the stress. Maybe he’d just tanked recently. 
He hopes his body isn’t just getting used to it, at this point. 


That'd be bad. 


Kyle fidgets with his hands, wringing his fingers. He stares at his kit, at the bandage on his 
finger— where the hell had that come from? He’d studied it earlier, but he hadn’t actually 

questioned it—, at the corner of the coffee table. Dad dismisses himself into the kitchen to 
continue washing dishes. Ike sits down on the couch next to Kyle. 


Ike leans closer to Kyle, close enough to be heard when he whispers, “You’re doing it again.” 


Kyle flinches away. “Doing what again?” he hisses back. Ike frowns. Their conversation 
ensues in hush. 


“So you are doing it again,” says Ike. “You smell sour, did you know that?” 
Kyle’s cheeks burn in shame. 


“I promised to keep it a secret as long as you didn’t do it ever again,” Ike says. “And I’d help 
you, but you’re starting up again, and I don’t think I can do that for you any more. You need 
real help, Kyle— professional help.” 


“I’m seeing a therapist,” Kyle whispers, harsh in tone. “That’s professional help.” 


“I can guarantee you haven’t told anyone else about the fact that you puke,” Ike says. Kyle 
glances warily over his shoulder, toward the kitchen. He turns back. 


“So? PI get to it.” 
“I don’t trust you,” Ike says. “I really don’t trust you.” 
“Calm down, Ike, you’re making it sound like I’m going to die.” 


“You got down to thirty-two,” Ike says, gesturing to the kit. “Thirty-two is extremely low, 
you understand that, don’t you? You’re killing yourself— and don’t even get me started on 
what the purging has to be doing to your insides.” 


Kyle cringes. “Less talk about my insides, please.” 


“Can you really be picky over what I point out? You’re bulimic, you’re going to deny 
whatever I say.” 


“T’m not going to deny it.” 


“You are, you’re literally denying everything I’m saying.” Ike frowns, brows furrowing, 
frustrated. He proceeds to mimic Kyle: “‘I’m not going to die’, ‘I am seeing a therapist’, ‘I’m 
not doing it again’—” 


“I never specifically said I wasn’t doing it again,” Kyle interrupts. 


“Sure, you never said it, but you played stupid,” Ike says. “Do you not understand how 
serious this is?” 


“T get it, it’s serious.” 


“Then start acting like it,” Ike hisses. He pushes away, standing up from the couch. “Or I 
will.” 


Ike turns and makes his way upstairs, visibly upset and likely more than a little irate. Kyle 
doesn’t blame him. 


Kyle takes a moment before making himself stand up. He heads into the kitchen. It’s difficult 
with the way his legs keep telling him to collapse, but he manages. Once in, he’s greeted with 


the smell of lasagna. Dad glances over his shoulder. He’s drying a dinner plate. The pan of 
lasagna is on the counter and there’s a place set at the table for Kyle. 


“Sit down at the table,” Dad says, setting the dish down beside the sink along with the towel. 
“ll grab you a piece of lasagna—” 


“T can get it myself,” Kyle blurts. He picks the plate up from the dinner table and makes his 
way slowly, reluctantly over to the lasagna. Jesus Christ, he doesn’t want it. He doesn’t want 
any of it. He especially doesn’t want any of it while Dad’s just standing there watching him 
like that, it’s freaking him out. 


Dad has this look on his face. Kyle’s thoughts swirl into disgusting assumptions of why Dad 
must be staring. Maybe he can fake it? No, probably not. He doesn’t know how to get out of 
this. There’s no way out. 


Kyle cuts himself the smallest piece of lasagna he can get away with, which is admittedly 
pretty small. Since he’s not going to inject insulin, he feels better about getting rid of it later. 


He sits at the table. He tries to ignore his father. He picks at the small piece of lasagna. Waits 
waits waits. For the sound of Dad drying more dishes, but the sound doesn’t come. He 
glances up, only to see Dad is watching him still. It feels like an invasion of privacy, or like 
Kyle is doing something inappropriate in a public setting. Kyle hates it. 


“Why are you staring at me?” Kyle asks, snappish. 


“Calm down, I’m just making sure you eat,” Dad says. Kyle feels his face heat up with— 
what is that, a mild panic? Had Ike already said something? 


“Why?” Kyle asks. 


“You came home with a blood sugar of thirty-two, Kyle,” Dad says. “I’ve barely seen you get 
that low since you were nine.” 


“T got lower than that the other week,” Kyle mumbles. He picks at the lasagna a little more. 
He should eat. He should eat, but he can’t. Dad’s still watching. Maybe it’s the mid- 
conversation thing. 


“Because that makes it better.” 


“Okay, I get it.” Kyle presses the prongs of his fork into the center of the slice of lasagna. 
This is gross. It’s greasy. There’s quite a bit of cheese. At least the vegetables are healthy. 
How many calories are in this thing? He glances back up. Dad hasn’t moved on yet. “Could 
you not watch me eat? It’s weirding me out.” 


Dad quirks a brow but doesn’t refuse. He turns around and retrieves the plate and towel. 
Again, he resumes drying dishes. Now that Dad has his back turned, Kyle feels more 
comfortable. He still doesn’t want to eat it, but he’s not straight-up refusing. He picks at it for 
a split second before finally forcing himself to eat it. 


And then it’s gone, too quickly, and he feels like shit. It takes all of his strength to keep 
himself calm and wash his plate. He exchanges no further words with his father, and 
immediately leaves the kitchen. He vaguely hears Dad call, “Stay in Ike’s company,” but 
Kyle brushes him off immediately. 


Kyle grabs his kit off of the couch, grabs his phone, and makes his way upstairs. He’s 
shaking, but for an entirely different reason. He locks himself in the bathroom. He turns the 
shower on full-blast and strips his jacket off. He pulls up some music on his phone and plays 
it loud. He’s done it before, listened to music as he showers. He hasn’t made a habit of it, but 
it’s not unheard of. 


No one will question. Right? 
Right. 


Kyle stands in front of the toilet, staring into the water in the bowl. He lowers himself to his 
knees, maneuvering until he has an appropriate position. Without so much as a hesitation, he 
presses his fingers into his mouth and... 


mnk 


By the time Kyle steps out of the shower, he’s shaking from the heat. He dries his face and 
hair with the towel. He ties the towel around his waist and prods at his jaw, the flesh under 
which feels swollen and puffy. It hurts to swallow, likely from the stomach acid, possibly 
from how he’s infuriated his glands or whatever with doing what he needed to do. He sits 
down on the floor and glances at the pile of his clothes in the corner. 


He got vomit on his shirt. He didn’t mean to, but it’s really difficult to keep things neat and 
tidy. 


Kyle reaches up and grabs his kit from the edge of the bathroom sink. He pulls it out and tests 
his blood sugar. 99. Relief floods him at the fact that he’s basically at a perfect number. He 
cleans up, stands. 


He takes a moment to look over his arm. It’s healed enough that he’s almost certain he 
doesn’t need to keep it wrapped up in bandages anymore— and being exposed to the air is 
probably a good thing for healing wounds, right? 


Just looking at it reminds him of the fact that he’s going to have these numbers scarred into 
his arm for the rest of his life. 


He gathers the clothes from the corner, making sure he doesn’t touch any of the spots dirty 
from vomit. He contemplates what he should do. Eventually, he decides that he can’t put it in 
the laundry. That’ll contaminate the other clothes— he’ll have to wash it when he’s home 
alone one of these days, after school. Where should he put it in the meantime? 


Biting his lip, Kyle opens the door just enough to see out into the hallway. He’ll have to be 
fast; he forgot to grab a change of clothes from his room before showering, and having only a 
towel tied around his waist is way too revealing. He’s overly conscious of it... 


To his surprise, he spots Ike just to the left of the door, back pressed against the wall and 
knees pulled up to his chest. Ike looks up. Kyle wants to shut the door, but knowing his 
brother, Ike would likely put his hand through the crack before he could close it fully. Ike’d 
get himself hurt if it meant Kyle wouldn’t hole himself up, and knowing that... 


Kyle pushes out of the bathroom and beelines it to his bedroom, walking as fast as he can. He 
shuts the door to his bedroom hard behind himself and stuffs the bundle of clothes under his 
bed, just in time for the door to open and Ike to burst in, a solid glare directly pointed at Kyle. 


“Get out, I need to change,” Kyle says. Ike scowls. 
“Where'd the clothes go?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The clothes you came out with, where’d they go?” Ike asks. 
Offended, Kyle snaps, “Does it matter?” 


“You got puke on them, didn’t you?” Ike asks. Kyle’s cheeks heat up in embarrassment and 
shame. There’s a pause, Ike’s anger and Kyle’s terrified panic illustrating the tension. 


Softer, yet still firm, Kyle says, “I’m serious, leave so I can get dressed.” 


“Fine, but I’m telling Dad,” Ike says. He takes a step back, and the fear overwhelms Kyle to 
such a degree that he can’t hold it in anymore. 


“Tf you tell Dad, I’m telling him you broke Ma’s brooch.” 


Ike freezes. The atmosphere and the dynamic changes; Kyle’s anger and control over the 
situation is helping him feel better. It creates a satisfaction in his stomach as he sees Ike’s 
face fall and his eyes go wide and his cheeks go pale... because that means Ike understands. 
That Kyle has hit a nerve. 


That Ike won’t tell. 


Ike almost whimpers, “y-you’ll what?” and whatever pride Kyle had been feeling turns 
straight into guilt. Feeling sick to his stomach, Kyle swallows and forces himself to put his 
foot down. 


“PI tell Dad you broke Ma’s brooch,” Kyle repeats. 

It’s so quiet. 

Until: 

“Don’t do that,” Ike mutters. “Don’t tell him that, I didn’t break—” 


“You took it,” Kyle says, “You took it and you had it and it was with you when it broke, so 
it’s your fault.” 


Kyle hates the words coming out of his mouth. They’re so selfish, so hurtful. He sees the 
effects of them on Ike’s face. The way his eyes only seem to get wider, before relaxing into a 
frown that goes deeper than just his mouth. It effects his whole demeanor. A realization. He 
glances away. When he looks back up again, tears have peppered the corners of his eyes. His 
voice is thick as he asks, “It’s my fault?” 


No. No it’s not. It’s not Ike’s fault, it’s Eric’s fault. Eric’s the one who’s orchestrating this 
whole thing. But he can’t say that. Kyle has dug himself into a hole that he can’t get out of 
and he doesn’t know if he wants to. Hurting people takes away from his own hurt in a way 
that makes it seem more real. It sickens him. It adds fuel to the fire of his self-hatred. 


Kyle hardens himself before he breaks down and says, “Get out so I can change.” 


Ike doesn’t even show a hint of a wish to fight back. He backs out of the room and closes the 
door gently. His footsteps, as he heads back to his own room, are almost inaudible— and so 
is the gentle click of his door shutting. 


Kyle swallows. He pulls on a pair of underwear, a long-sleeved shirt and a pair of sweatpants. 
He grabs a pair of socks and mulls over what he did. 


Ike can’t tell anyone about what Kyle is doing, doesn’t he get it? Kyle needs this, it’s the only 
thing he has control over, it’s the only thing that gets him what he needs and if he doesn’t do 
it he’ll die, or— or he’ll get fat and might as well die. 


Socks on and fully dressed, Kyle drops his head into his hands and stares at the floor. 


Is he seriously justifying his unforgivable behavior? Why the hell would he do that? What is 
he doing? 


What the hell is wrong with him? 
...1S he turning into Eric? 


Kyle’s stomach churns and he gags— genuinely gags— without meaning to. He presses a 
hand over his mouth and swallows down the ill feeling taking over his entire body. A 
soreness, an ache, a difficulty to swallow roots itself at the base of his throat. 


He sees the shit he doesn’t want to. Feels the feelings that make him nauseous. He’s pretty 
sure there’s nothing in his stomach to get rid of, but he has the urge to try again anyway. He 
closes his eyes, tight tight tight, and slowly lays down in bed. His body complains; his jaw 
feels sore, tender, swollen, maybe. 


As he opens his eyes and stares up at the ceiling, Kyle thinks he might be turning into a 
monster. 


Kyle reaches over and grabs his phone from beside him. He opens it, spots the bright red 
notification bubble on the message application. He takes a moment to breathe, to calm 
himself from the intrusive jitters, before clicking into it and finally reading what Eric sent 
him. 


Fatass 


Today 2:11 PM 
wtf was that reaction toda? Y 


Wut s wrrong with you? 
R Urly THAT JUMPY 
Hahahahahahahaha jumpy. Jumpy jew, jew’re a jumpy jew. 


Today 2:44 PM 
respond to me when I FKIING ADDRESS YOU. 


Today 3:10 PM 

really? You’re reallly doing this? You’re being petty. PETTY PETTY PETTY FUCK YOU. 
Today4:42 PM 

fine. You want to do this? well fucking do this. 


jJust remember YOU did thus to yourself. 


TASK RESCINDED. 
Task rescinded. 
Task rescinded, where has Kyle heard that before? 


He starts to scroll up in his text history with Eric, but he doesn’t get very far before there’s a 
knock at his door. 


A mix of different emotions goes through Kyle in that moment. Annoyance that it might be 
Ike, concern that it might be his father, fear that it might be Eric. He manages to push it away, 
though. He turns off his phone just in time for his door to open, and his father to enter. Dad 
only peeks in at first, but soon steps inside. While not apparently upset at first, he soon 
appears disgruntled about something. 


“I thought I told you not to be alone for the rest of the night,” Dad says. 


“I just wanted to have some time to decompress,” Kyle says, bordering on a complaining 
tone. “Is that really such a crime?” 


“No, but I’d really feel more comfortable if you were around one of us,” Dad says. “Like I 
said, you got really low—” 


“And I don’t get low often, I get it.” Kyle sits up and sets his phone down on his nightstand. 
When he looks back up, he sees Dad is giving him this exasperated look. He’s probably not 
happy that Kyle decided it was fine to interrupt him, but Kyle’s really not interested in the 
finer intricacies of social interaction. “Now, do you need something, or can I try and sleep 
now?” 


“Let’s check your levels,” Dad says, walking forward to retrieve the kit from where it is on 
the bed next to Kyle. Kyle frowns. 


“I don’t need to check my levels, they’re fine.” 
“Let’s check them anyway.” 


Dad sits down next to Kyle on the bed and opens the kit. Kyle huffs, holding his hands out so 
Dad will hand it over. He does, and Kyle takes it upon himself to check his blood sugar for 
the second time in the last twenty minutes. 


99. It’s the exact same. 

“There,” Kyle says, showing the number to his father. “It’s good, are you happy now?” 
“What was it at when you last checked?” Dad asks. 

“Ninety-nine,” Kyle says. “So I’m fine.” 


Kyle cleans up and puts everything back in his kit, tossing the garbage away. He sets his kit 
down on his nightstand, beside his phone. He looks at his father, waiting for him to be 
satisfied with that and leave. 


That doesn’t happen, though. 


“You're going to hate me, but now I need to check,” Dad says. He leaves it at that. There’s no 
explanation, no further terms used. Just check. For a second, Kyle is confused, because what 
is there to check? But then he realizes what it is, and he becomes massively uncomfortable. 


Kyle doesn’t like being checked over for cuts. He doesn’t like showing his bare arms, and he 
doesn’t like showing his bare legs, and he doesn’t like lifting his shirt so Dad can check to 
make sure he hasn’t started cutting on his stomach. It’s intrusive and it makes Kyle feel 
disgusting. It reminds Kyle that he’s fat and it points out all those problem areas he has. 


“Roll up your sleeves,” says Dad. 


Kyle looks down at his arms, covered in the fabric of his long-sleeved shirt. He doesn’t want 
to roll them up, but he does. He’s slightly caught off-guard at the fact that he sees the 
developing scars immediately. He forgot that he hadn’t dressed them after his shower. They 
don’t need to be dressed forever, but it’s still... he doesn’t know, it just kinda feels weird to 
pull up his sleeve and just see his real arm there rather than a bandage. He holds out his arms, 
showing the insides first and then the outsides. 


“Thank you,” Dad says. Kyle tugs his sleeves back down. “Let me see your sides.” 


Kyle sucks in before he pulls his shirt up. He refuses to lift his shirt without sucking in his 
stomach. He can’t even bear to look at it otherwise, so how must it be for other people? 


“You're seriously losing weight,” Dad says. Kyle takes that as a sign that he can put his shirt 
back down, so he does. Dad looks vaguely concerned. Kyle can’t imagine why. “How have 


your blood sugar levels been lately? It hasn’t been too high, has it?” 


“No, it’s been normal,” Kyle lies. He’s been tanking easier, and there have been times where 
it’s gotten pretty freaking high— usually only after he eats too much, though. He always gets 
rid of it afterward, but it takes a while for his blood sugar to reflect that sometimes. 


“Okay,” Dad says, but he says it slowly, like he’s not sure if he believes Kyle or not. It makes 
Kyle uncomfortable, the idea that his father thinks he might be lying about it. He doesn’t 
know if that’s because he doesn’t like Dad not believing him, or if it’s because Kyle’s lying 
about it. 


Kyle gets a weird idea to stop taking insulin so he doesn’t have to worry about getting too 
low after purging. 


He gets another weird idea. 

What if insulin is making him fat? 

“Can we check your legs now?” Dad asks. 
“Dad, come on,” Kyle says. 


“I know, I don’t like it either,” Dad says. “But I have to make sure you’re not hurting 
yourself, okay?” 


Reluctantly, Kyle agrees. 


Kyle hates his legs. He hates his thighs, in particular. They’re too big. He can’t even wrap 
both of his hands around them, let alone one; whenever he tries, he always has a solid five 
inches left to cover between his thumbs. His thumbs should be touching, if not overlapping, 
when he’s checking his legs, and preferably, his thumb and middle finger will touch (or 
overlap) when checking his arms. He doesn’t know when he came up with that rule, exactly, 
but he’s pretty sure it’s here to stay. 


They finish the check and Kyle is allowed to remain comfortably dressed. In fact, he decides 
he would rather like to get even more comfortably dressed, and retrieves a zip-up hoodie 
from his closet. As he pulls it on, he sits down on his bed next to Dad, who still hasn’t left. It 
makes Kyle uncomfortable, the fact that Dad must have something else to say. Why else 
wouldn’t he have left yet? Kyle hopes he’s not planning on staying here for the rest of the 
night, Kyle would really like some time to himself. He has to figure out the thing with Eric... 


“Did you throw up?” Dad asks. 
The room goes very, very, very quiet. 


Kyle’s heart pounds. For a second, he’s terrified that he might be having another one of those 
post-vomiting 7 can t breathe episodes, but he tells himself to breathe and recognizes that he’s 
probably just anxious. Nervous. Panicking, because, fuck, what is he supposed to say to that? 
Should he deny it? Should he blame it on Ike? Should he say yes, but it’s just a temporary 
bug? 


Should he tell the truth? 
“Kyle.” 


“Why are you asking that?” Kyle asks, trying to get a feel for what exactly is making Dad ask 
this question because what if he blames it on Ike but then Ike’s the one who told Dad Kyle 
threw up? What if he’s caught out in a lie? 


“I heard someone throwing up,” Dad says. “Was it you?” 


Kyle fidgets with his sleeves. He knows his silence is damning himself, but he doesn’t know 
what to say. He’s afraid that whatever words he decides on will make Dad find out. Kyle 
knows he has a problem, but he doesn’t want help with it. He just wants to be stuck in it for a 
while, because it’s his, and no one’s watching him. 


Dad repeats, “Kyle.” 
“Yeah,” Kyle mutters. “Yeah, it was me.” 


It’s quiet again. Dad shifts, turning to look at Kyle more fully. Kyle can’t handle the eye- 
contact and keeps his gaze on where he’s still fidgeting with his sleeves. “You’ve been 
throwing up pretty often lately,” Dad says. Kyle’s heart pounds and his face goes cold. What 
does Dad know? “Is something going on?” 


“T’m—” there it was. Kyle almost blurted it. /’m fat. He bites his tongue, though, holds it in. 
He doesn’t want Dad to know. Ike knowing is enough. Kenny knowing half of the story is 
enough. He scans his brain for a different answer and settles on a white lie. “I just— I’ve 
been getting really... anxious, and it makes me feel sick.” 


“And that makes you throw up,” Dad says. 


“It only goes away when I throw up,” Kyle says. Is it a cry for help? This useless detail? He 
could have just nodded to what Dad had said, but no, he had to suggest he makes himself do 
it. Kyle is stupid. Kyle is stupid and useless and he’s probably an attention seeker, isn’t he? 
He deserves the pain that comes with purging, and he deserves whatever negative effects 
come from starving himself until he’s forced to eat again. He doesn’t cut himself, but maybe 
he should start. 


“So you’re making yourself throw up,” Dad says. 
Kyle shrugs and mumbles, “I don’t know,” which just damns himself further. 


“Kyle...” there’s a pause, before Dad finishes with, “What exactly are you getting anxious 
about?” 


My weight. But its fine, I’m just doing damage control. I’m just making sure I don t get fatter 
than I am. But Kyle doesn’t say that. He gently scratches his left arm, where the cuts are 
healing. It itches. “Ma,” Kyle finally says, voice going very soft. 


“What about her?” 


Please don t make me keep lying. “She— might die,” Kyle mutters. 


There’s a moment where no one says or does anything. But after that moment, Dad rubs 
Kyle’s back and they sit there like that. Kyle doesn’t draw comfort from the contact. He 
really doesn’t. He feels like a liar and a fake, and he’s certain that he doesn’t deserve to draw 
comfort from anything. And suddenly his weight-loss efforts have the ability to flip-flop from 
a safety net to a punishment for himself, because he isn’t worth it. 


And maybe he was never worth it. Maybe he’s always been worthless and annoying and 
basically nonexistent, or inconsequential. 


“Kyle, look at me.” 


With much reluctance, Kyle looks over at his father. The eye-contact is intense. He forces 
himself to maintain it. 


“Don’t make yourself throw up anymore,” Dad says. He’s serious— really serious. Not mad, 
exactly, but stern. “It’s okay if you get so anxious that you throw up naturally sometimes, but 
it’s never okay to make yourself do it.” 


“Okay,” Kyle says. 
“I’m serious,” says Dad. 
“T know,” Kyle says. “Okay.” 


Dad nods, apparently at least a little more comfortable with the affirmation, however false it 
may be. “Do you want to come downstairs with me, or are you going to try and sleep?” 


“T’m going to sit with Ike for a little bit,” Kyle says. “I’ll check my levels before bed and 
come down if they’re falling again.” 


“Good,” Dad says. He stands up from the bed. “T11 come check on you later, okay?” 
“Okay.” 


Dad exits, leaving the door open behind himself. Kyle remains where he sits for a few 
seconds, recovering from the roller coaster ride that was. He retrieves his phone before he 
stands, automatically turning it on. He’s still on Eric’s contact. He contemplates looking 
through the message history to recall where he’d heard the task rescinded thing, but he 
doesn’t have to. He remembers. 


He knows what he has to do. 


Kyle makes his way to Ike’s room, knocking. He pushes his phone into his hoodie pocket and 
waits for Ike to open the door. 


It doesn’t take very long, but when Ike sees Kyle’s the one who knocked, his expression 
changes and he tries to shut the door again. Kyle stops the door with his arm. “Wait,” he says, 
“I’m sorry.” 


Ike frowns. “Leave me alone.” 


“T told Dad,” Kyle tries. He glances around to make sure Dad isn’t around listening. He hears 
the television on downstairs, though, so he’s pretty sure he’s safe. He looks back to Ike, 
whose expression is a little less than believing. “About the puking thing, I told him.” 


“What'd you tell him?” Ike asks. 
“That I throw up.” 
“Because you think you’re fat?” Ike asks. 


“I—” Kyle cuts off, finding the courage to open up to Ike about anything else happening with 
this whole thing quickly disappearing. He swallows. “Look, he knows I’m throwing up, 
okay?” 


“So?” 


“So it’s a step in the right direction,” Kyle says. He doesn’t believe that himself, though. Any 
direction other than the direction he wants to go in is the wrong direction and as conceited or 
narcissistic as that might sound... Kyle presses against the door with his weight, just a little. 
“Can I come in?” 


Ike doesn’t appear pleased at the request, but opens the door nonetheless. He appears huffy. 
“Only because I know you didn’t mean what you said earlier,” he says. “I know that was the 
eating disorder talking.” 


“You make it sound like I don’t have control,” Kyle grumbles. 
I don't have an eating disorder. 


He enters nonetheless, pausing in the center of the room for a second. He sees the big poster 
of the periodic table, and there’s a bunch of post-it notes taped around it with scribbled 
nonsense. Or maybe it’s not nonsense. It’s probably not nonsense. Ike’s a gentus. 


Is someone watching? Kyle feels like he’s being watched. He makes his way over to Ike’s 
window, and checks to make sure it’s locked. When he sees it isn’t, he locks it. 


“What are you doing?” Ike asks. 

“T’m locking your window,” Kyle says. 
“Why?” 

“Because I want to lock your window.” 
“Why?” 


Kyle unlocks the window, and then re-locks it, because he doesn’t know if he did it right the 
first time. He glances out, into the backyard, half-expecting to see Eric standing out there 


with a rope or whatever else. He repeats the locking-unlocking-locking process a few times 
before he’s satisfied. He closes the curtains. 


“Hey, why are you doing that?” 


Kyle turns around. Ike’s staring at him, this really brutally confused look on his face, like this 
is way beyond the realms of normal, and Kyle doesn’t blame him for feeling that way. This is 
probably really weird. More than that, it might even be a bit creepy. Kyle picks at his sleeves. 
“T’m just keeping you safe.” 


An even deeper look of confusion. “From what?” 


Kyle doesn’t say anything to that question. He just keeps standing there, picking at his 
sleeves, glancing between Ike’s desk and the poster of the periodic table. 


Ike changes his center of balance from one foot to the other. “From Eric?” he asks. 


Kyle freezes. Ike’s face relaxes, which seems like the opposite thing it should be doing in this 
situation. Or maybe it’s good, since Ike doesn’t know what Eric has done, and Kyle doesn’t 
intend to tell Ike anything about what Eric has done. Not right now, at least. Not while it’s 
still happening, and not when Ike is so young. 


The relaxed expression changes pretty minutely, but it still changes, like Ike has realized 
something new— and not necessarily good. “Why are you so afraid of him?” 


“T’m not.” 


“You obviously are,” Ike says. “You freaked out whenever I got near him when he was over 
yesterday, and then you had a panic attack.” 


“That was unrelated,” Kyle says. 


“T don’t think it was.” Ike sits down on his bed, looking up at Kyle. He pats the spot on the 
bed next to himself, gesturing for Kyle to sit next to him, but that’s the exact opposite of what 
Kyle wants to do. 


So Kyle starts pacing. It’s slow, at first— a step this way, a step that, but soon he’s basically 
going the length of the room and, Jesus Christ, did he lock the door? 


“Hey,” Ike says. “Sit down.” 


“I’m just trying to keep you safe, okay?” Kyle says. “I just don’t want him to do anything to 
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you. 
“Why do you think he’d do something to me?” Ike asks. ““What’d he do to you?” 
Yesss, keep saying my name like that. 


Kyle shies away from the sound of the whisper. 


“Can you at least sit down?” asks Ike. 


Kyle shakes his head. “He doesn’t have to have done anything for me to be a little 
uncomfortable with you being around him,” he says. “Eric’s always been terrible, he’s always 
done terrible things.” 


“Okay, so why are you so freaked out about it now?” Ike asks. It’s the same question, over 
and over and over again, and Kyle knows he’s not making sense by arguing the opposite but 
he can’t say what Eric’s doing. 


There are certain stresses that kids shouldn’t have to deal with, and the knowledge of what 
Eric has done is far too much for his little brother to need to deal with. Ike’s already dealing 
with Ma, and he’s already dealing with Kyle’s eating issues to an extreme degree, and he’s 
dealing with Kyle’s unfairness and meanness, and still Ike is keeping himself afloat even with 
it all. 


“Sit down.” 


Kyle stares at the carpet, one arm crossed over his stomach as he bites the nails of the hand of 
his other arm. He finds points in the room and he comes up with a number goal and wonders 
if he could get enough of a pace going to burn calories. 


The idea of that, it brings him comfort. 


He should dismiss himself to his own room. He’s keeping Ike’s time and he’s being watched. 
It’s not safe in here— but he has to keep Ike safe from Eric, if he chooses to come inside, if 
he chooses not to hurt Kyle but to hurt Ike instead and Kyle would sooner die than know Eric 
hurt his little brother. 


“You weren’t the one who cut yourself, were you?” 


But the thing with pacing is that he walks too fast and turns too many times and it makes him 
dizzy. Kyle doesn’t want to stop but he almost falls, so he grabs onto the wall near Ike’s desk 
to keep himself from doing that. There’s creaking, and as Kyle’s orientation return to normal, 
he sees Ike has stood up from the bed and headed over. 


“T told you to sit down,” Ike says. “Are you okay?” 


Kyle takes a moment to breathe. The room stops spinning, finally. He sighs. “I’m fine, just 
got dizzy.” 


But that doesn’t seem to make Ike feel any better. “What, like, hypo dizzy or—?” 
“No,” Kyle says. 

“Maybe you should check your blood sugar.” 

“Pye checked twice, I’m fine,” Kyle says, but Ike doesn’t listen. 


“Where’s your kit? I’m gonna go grab it.” 


Kyle keeps his lips sealed, and when Ike realizes he’s not getting an answer, he leaves the 
room. 


Kyle sits down on the floor. He finds himself staring at the window, at the lock. He wonders 
if just one lock is really enough to stop Eric. He wonders if anything is really enough to stop 
him, and the idea that Eric can’t be stopped at all is so scary that Kyle immediately blocks it 
from his mind. 


Ike comes back a minute or so later with Kyle’s kit in hand. Kyle rolls his eyes, and tries to 
block himself off from receiving the kit, but then Ike threatens to prick Kyle himself, and 
Kyle really isn’t interested in that. He takes the kit. 


The check reveals he’s fallen to 90. He’ll probably have to eat something else before bed if 
he doesn’t want to avoid a bad low tonight, but as of right now, he’s okay. 


The kit’s packed up and Kyle and Ike sit side by side on the floor. The door is barely cracked 
open and the window is locked and it’s dark outside. It’s probably approaching eight or nine, 
and Kyle’s body feels tired. His muscles are finally catching up with how much moving 
around he did today, and he really wouldn’t mind getting some sleep. 


Just as Kyle is about to doze off, though, Ike prods him in the shoulder. He grunts, rubbing 
his eyes with the heels of his palms. 


“What, what’s wrong?” Kyle asks. 


Ike picks at his fingernails. “How much do you weigh?” he asks. Kyle rolls his eyes and lets 
his head drop back against the wall. “I’m serious, how much?” 


It’s quiet for a while before Kyle finally says, “A hundred and twenty-two point six.” 


Another silence. Kyle begins to doze again. He knows he should eat something before bed, 
but at the same time... 


Kyle feels his body relax and his breath even out. He’s tired, and he actually feels like he’ ll 
be able to sleep tonight. 


“What’s your goal?” Ike asks. 


Kyle, lost in the mist of delirious pre-sleep, doesn’t hesitate before mumbling, “A hundred.” 
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Senses come back to him slowly. Primarily the cold, and then the background sound of 
murmuring. There’s the telltale heat of another person’s hands, and Kyle bats at the intrusion, 
at the person attempting to pull him out of the comfort of sleep. 


Wake up. 


Kyle doesn’t know if that statement was internal or external, but it felt external. His eyes 
open, but the early morning light burns them. His head hurts, and his mouth is dry. He closes 
his eyes once more. 


Not a second later, he’s heading toward sleep again. But the shaking doesn’t stop, and Kyle’s 
discomfort overrides his body’s need for rest. He turns his head, forces his eyes open, and he 
sees the figures of his father and Ike. 


A few things are strange in this situation. Kyle doesn’t remember falling asleep in bed, and 
he doesn’t know why any of his family members would be trying to actively wake him up. 
He feels so light, and the air around him is so cold that it’s kind of hard to breathe. It makes 
his brain feel fragile. 


On the third attempt at falling asleep in spite of obviously being shaken awake, Kyle finally 
finds himself opening his eyes enough to wake up the majority of his consciousness. He 
awkwardly feels around himself for a blanket, and when he finds it, he pulls it up and over 
himself. He rolls onto his side, facing Dad. He slowly processes the words that are being said. 


“Kyle, we have to check your blood sugar.” 


Kyle tries to huff in exasperation, but he doesn’t manage anything very substantial. It sounds 
like an exhale. It probably was just an exhale. A moment passes before he feels comfortable 


enough speaking. When he does manage, he’s embarrassed at how quiet his voice is. Christ, 
his throat hurts. Is he losing his voice? “No we don’t,” he mumbles. 


“Yes we do,” Dad says. “Come on, get up.” 
“Don’t wanna.” 


Dad sighs. “Kyle, just sit upright,” he says. “We’ll correct your low and you can go back to 
bed.” 


Kyle closes his eyes and mumbles, “I’m not low.” 
“Yes you are.” 


“No I’m not.” Kyle reaches up and rubs his head, where the headache resides. It echoes 
through his skull— or seems to. Like he’s been hit. Like he fell and hit his head on the 
sidewalk or something. He finds himself murmuring, narrating his thoughts aloud like 
hearing them might change Dad’s mind. “My head hurts, he must’ve come in...” 


Kyle opens his eyes and fully registers the fact that he’s in his room. 
“How’d I get in here?” he asks. 
“I made you go to bed,” Ike says. “I didn’t want you sleeping on my floor.” 


Kyle grunts, though doesn’t really process Ike’s words. He tries to roll over onto his other 
side to go back to sleep, but Dad grabs his shoulder and keeps him from doing that. Kyle 
whines. “I know, you don’t like it, but we have to check.” 


“Check in the morning,” Kyle mutters. 

“We have to check now.” 

“Morning.” 

With a mildly frustrated tone, Dad says, “Don’t make me check for you.” 


Kyle vaguely recalls Ike making that exact same threat last night. He knows they’ll do it, too. 
He rolls onto his back and slowly sits up. It exacerbates his headache, and the room does a 
strange topsy-turvy thing around him, which he doesn’t like. He complains again of being 
tired, to which Dad responds with his patented, “I know.” 


Dad hands Kyle his kit. The light in the room is a lot, though, and Kyle can’t see it too well. 
He picks up the bottle of test strips and stares at it for a few seconds. He’s reminded of Stan’s 
weed. Wait, no, these aren’t his test strips. This is the weed. That’s why the bottle reminds 
him of the weed, because it is the weed. He puts the bottle down on his bed, then picks up his 
meter and turns it over in his hands. 


“What is he doing?” Ike asks from somewhere else in the room. Dad doesn’t respond, and 
neither does Kyle. He keeps staring at his meter. After a second, Dad grabs one of the alcohol 


towelettes and pulls it out of the packaging. He takes Kyle’s hand, wipes off his index finger. 
Dad reaches for the bottle of weed, and Kyle doesn’t know why he’s doing that, but he 
doesn’t much have the energy to stop him. 


For some reason, test strips are in the weed bottle, and that thoroughly confuses Kyle. Dad 
puts one into the meter and the next thing Kyle knows, Dad is pricking his finger and 
collecting the bead of blood on the end of the test strip. It takes a moment before the meter 
registers, but when it does, it reads 46. 


“You're at forty-six,” Dad says. “Can we go downstairs and get you something to eat?” 


Kyle shakes his head. That’s a mistake, and it makes the pain in his head spike. A nausea 
peppers itself into his throat. He swallows thickly. 


“Why not?” Dad asks. 


Kyle doesn’t know how to respond. He glances over to the window. He sees that it’s 
unlocked. He wonders if Eric came in and injected him with insulin. Maybe that’s why he’s 
low. If he doesn’t eat something, he’ll get lower, but if he does— what if this is another task? 
What if Kyle needs to let it get bad? Is that what Eric wants to happen? Is that a punishment 
Eric is setting for not responding to his texts? 


Dad puts an urging hand on Kyle’s back. “Come on, let’s go get you something to eat.” 
“No,” Kyle says, and it’s much more whining than he means it to be. It’s cold, and he’s way 
too tempted by the bed below him, and he isn’t even hungry. “I’m not hungry, I don’t want to 
eat.” 


“I know,” Dad says. “Lets just get you some juice, then, okay? What type do you want?” 


“I don’t want any,” Kyle says, and makes a noise of noncompliance. He tries to lay down 
again, and Dad doesn’t stop him this time. Kyle curls up in the blanket and allows himself to 
try and regain some heat. Why is it so fucking cold in here? He can’t stop shivering. 


“Apple juice or orange juice?” Dad asks. 


Kyle mulls that over. Apple juice or orange juice? He’s only had bad experiences with 
oranges. Apples on the other hand... Stan smells like apples. “Apple,” he mumbles. 


“Okay,” Dad says. “Apple it is. Ike, can you—” 
“On it.” 
“Thank you...” 


The world fades out again and Kyle relaxes into it. 


We 


It takes a bit of coaxing, but Kyle eventually finishes the apple juice. By the end of it, he feels 
better, and his blood sugar returns to normal. Dad stays in the room for a bit longer, and Ike 
ends up curling up beside Kyle and falling asleep here. Eventually, Dad trusts that Kyle has a 
handle on things (now that he’s much more aware of the fact that, yes, he was in fact low). 


It’s still cold, though. Even wearing a long-sleeved shirt, a hoodie, and with a thick blanket 
thrown over him, he’s still shivering. Ike seems fine, if not more than a little tired. Kyle tries 
to convince himself to fall asleep, but he can’t. So he sits, in the early morning, and watches 
as the sun gradually comes up. His alarm goes off at six thirty, which wakes Ike up, and they 
both crawl out of bed to get ready for school independently. 


Kyle mulls over whether he wants to redress the wound on his arm, but since it’s basically 
healed at this point, he figures it might be best to leave it. He just has to be careful not to hurt 
himself, or pull up his sleeve. He gathers his things, eats breakfast with much hesitance, and 
doesn’t fight when his father rather firmly suggests taking the bus instead of walking. 


So, he does. He sends Ike off to school, and then waits. And he boards the bus which heads to 
his own school, and he gets there twenty minutes earlier than he needs to be. 


Although it’s still strange that Stan isn’t here to greet him, he tries not to think about it. And 
maybe him trying not to think about it makes him more vulnerable to feeling terrible and 
guilty. But the more he thinks about Stan, the more he thinks about throwing up breakfast. 
And while he could do that, he doesn’t really think he should. There’s just something about 
the pain that comes after purging that makes him want to stay away from it, at least for right 
now. 


At least while he’s at school. 


Kyle enters through the front doors and starts making his way down the hall. He deposits his 
backpack in his locker, and keeps going. He catches sight of Eric, and stops when he does. 
There’s a slew of threat that Kyle feels, but he bites the bullet and slowly makes his way over. 
Eric is talking about something with Kenny and Butters. Kyle doesn’t even try to pinpoint 
what exactly the subject is; he doesn’t have an interest in it. 


When Kyle taps Eric on the shoulder, Eric glances back and then turns around. There’s this 
look on his face, like he wasn’t expecting to see Kyle. Biting back a scowl, Kyle asks in a 
low voice, “Can I talk to you?” 


Eric glances back at Kenny and Butters. “Sure, whatever,” he says. 


Kyle grabs Eric’s sleeve and starts walking down the hall. He at least wants to be in a private 
place, though he doesn’t necessarily have one in mind. Knowing that he’s holding on to Eric 
is making his skin crawl, but he knows he’s going to have to get used to it if Kyle’s going to 

let this happen. 


They keep walking until Kyle finds the bathroom. It’s only used in the middle of the day, so 
no one should be in there. He checks every stall when he enters anyway, of course, and when 
he sees they’re all empty, and that they are alone, Kyle locks the door. 


He’s not afraid of Eric anymore. Not consciously. Sure, he panics and avoids, and he had a 
nightmare last night with a strange version of Eric, but he’s not going to allow himself to 
consciously make the decision to do all of that anymore. 


Kyle allows himself to take his time. Eric is giving him this look, something strange, like he 
doesn’t know what this is leading up to. Kyle knows it’s probably a front, though, and doesn’t 
pay it much mind. So, looking Eric directly in the eyes and unflinching even with the heavy 
urge to run, Kyle says it. 


“PI do it.” 


Eric’s strange look, that unknowing, changes into satisfaction. It spreads across Eric’s face so 
steadily after hearing Kyle’s words, that it makes Kyle feel sick. It makes him feel regret, and 
it makes his arm hurt. Having the healing cuts brush against the fabric of his shirt is strange. 
He’s just grateful for the ability to layer. 


“You'll do it?” Eric asks, though it’s obviously rhetorical. He steps forward. Kyle steps back, 
and only to hit the bathroom wall. 


Kyle knew he shouldn’t have chosen the bathroom, but he really didn’t have a choice. He 
needed a private place, and the most private place at school is the bathroom or the alcove, and 
since he’s not really over what happened in the alcove... 


Kyle wonders why he didn’t just text it, but he knows the answer without much thought. He 
doesn’t want there to be records of his admission on his phone. Written down consent would 
just be asking for trouble, and he doesn’t even know if he’s a hundred percent in yet. 
Speaking of which, he needs to set boundaries. 


“On my terms,” Kyle says. “Not your terms, not your game’s terms, my terms, do you 
understand?” 


Eric looks utterly amused. “Oh, on your terms, huh?” 

“Yeah,” Kyle says. “My fucking terms.” 

“Okay,” Eric says, and it sounds like a bait. “And what exactly are your terms?” 

“It’s going to be at my house,” Kyle says. “It’s only sex, and only sex I’m comfortable with.” 
Eric doesn’t react to this. Kyle steels himself and keeps talking. 


“If I say stop, if I say I’m uncomfortable at any point, no matter what, we are stopping,” Kyle 
says. “And this is only happening once.” 


Kyle pauses. 


“And for fuck’s sake,” Kyle adds, scowling, “Come in through the front door like a normal 
person.” 


Maybe it’s strange, or maybe it’s not strange at all, but when Kyle is done laying out the basic 
conditions on which this is happening, Eric makes a noise. And that noise, when paired with 
Eric’s expressions, is easily identifiable as a chuckle. He has this awkward, half-stifled grin 
on his face. Kyle bites back the urge to slap him, and instead asks: 


“What?” 


Which is quickly met with another huff of a chuckle. Eric takes a step forward, and another, 
and if Kyle hadn’t already hit the wall, he’d still be backing up. 


“Oh, nothing,” Eric says, “It’s just kind of funny that you’re being so firm while pushed 
against a wall like that...” 


Kyle makes a face of disgust, but he’s quickly torn out of his internal fight of instinctual 
nausea when Eric makes a grab for his wrist. Kyle pulls them away, trying to hide them 
behind himself, but it’s a meaningless effort. Eric growls something unintelligible about 
obedience and then Kyle’s shoulders are pinned. Kyle reaches up to push Eric off, but that’s 
exactly what he wants. 


Eric grabs Kyle’s wrists and pins them to the wall instead. Kyle regrets the decision to tell 
Eric the sex is okay. He regrets it, and he wants to take it back. He’s tempted to take it back, 
but when he opens his mouth to say it, Eric presses in close— so close, so close, so close that 
Kyle can feel their entire bodies pressed together 


There’s heat on Kyle’s neck, a wet heat, that Kyle immediately recognizes. The feeling of 
Eric’s teeth just barely digging in, the disgusting press and flick of Eric’s tongue just over 
Kyle’s pulse point, it makes Kyle feel sick to his stomach. He tries to breathe, but it cuts off. 
He tries to push up, but that’s only welcomed with a thigh between his legs that pushes— 


A noise of shock escapes his mouth, and Kyle is terrified by how much it resembles a moan. 


It doesn’t feel good. It doesn’t feel good at all but Kyle’s body begins to react like it does, 
and he is terrified of that. 


Kyle finds his voice again, and he says, “Stop,” and when the sensations don’t immediately 
go away, he repeats, “Stop it, stop it, stop.” 


Eric pulls away. He lets go of Kyle’s wrists and stops sucking on his neck and that thigh is no 
longer sandwiched between Kyle’s. 


Out of breath and still more than a little caught off-guard from it all, Kyle pushes himself 
back into the corner and presses a hand over his neck, over the spot where Eric— what, tried 
to give him a hickey? The circle is covered in saliva, and Kyle wipes it off with his sleeve. 


“You liked that, didn’t you?” Eric says, grin spreading on his face. 
“No I didn’t,” Kyle snaps. “What the fuck? What gave you the idea that was okay?” 


Eric shrugs. “Well, you didn’t say stop.” 


“Yes I did!” 
“And then I stopped, didn’t I?” 


The bathroom is quiet. The sound of people making their way through the traffic of the 
corridors echoes outside, but the bathroom itself is utterly silent. 


“You could have said stop as soon as I grabbed you,” Eric says, “but you didn’t.” 
Kyle’s cheeks burn with shame and embarrassment. 


“So what’s that say about you?” asks Eric. He steps forward and taps Kyle’s nose. Kyle 
flinches away. “What’s that say about what you really want?” 


And then Eric unlocks the door and leaves. 


Kyle, alone with himself and the fresh memories of Eric attached to him to fully, doesn’t 
know what to do. He just holds himself for a while, staring at the tile floor and wondering if 
he’s really so messed up that he’s sexually attracted to the monster torturing him. 
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It leaves a mark. 


The circle on his neck where Eric attached, it leaves a mark. Kyle spends most of his day 
with his hand pressed over it, trying to make sure no one else sees it. That’s a lot more 
difficult than it seems, though, and he catches himself throughout the day with it out in the 
open. He tries to configure a way that his jacket will cover, but it’s too high up. It’s under his 
jaw, and it leaves a tingling sensation just under his skin that reminds him of bugs and bad 
things. 


Nervousness snaps at his bones by the time lunch rolls around. He doesn’t inject insulin. He 
feels too sick to eat, and if he does eat, he’s scared that he’s going to have to make himself 
get rid of it. He carries his bagged lunch to the table anyway, and sits with his left side facing 
Kenny and Butters, so they won’t see the mark angrily attached to his right. Even with that 
base covered, he props his head up with his hand over the bruise so passersby can’t see it, 
either. He awkwardly picks at his meal and takes a bite very so often. He has to make sure his 
blood sugar stays on the higher end of normal. He had a terrible night of lows yesterday, and 
he’s pretty fucking done with that. 


Kenny is eating. He’s not veggie-fighting with Butters today. Kyle doesn’t think they’ve done 
that since Stan was admitted to the hospital. In silence, Kyle doesn’t blame them. Acting so 
lively while one of them is in the hospital is a strange notion. It brings a strange, dizzy feeling 
just behind Kyle’s eyes. He takes a sip of water to try and rid himself of it, but it doesn’t 
leave. He takes a bite of his sandwich, then takes another and another. 


“Why are you sitting like that?” 


Kyle looks up, examining Kenny’s strange expression. He knows what Kenny’s talking 
about; how could he not? It’s not exactly natural to sit with a hand in the corner between his 
jaw and neck. Not to mention, it’s not particularly comfortable. That doesn’t mean much, 


though. Sometimes doing things uncomfortable is just doing what has to be done in order to 
survive. Necessity overrides good feelings, a lot of the time. What else is throwing up about? 
What else is self-deprecating thoughts? Self-control. Control in general. Humans have to 
control something. 


He has to control something. And he is. Very accurately, he is controlling what goes into and 
comes out of his body. He is in charge of the ins-and-outs of food and how much his body 
digests what he eats. And if that means he has to avoid insulin, fine. He can get by, he just 
has to adjust. He has to find loopholes in the rules of the game. He’s fine. 


Kyle flinches. He doesn’t realize he’s turned to stare across the lunchroom until someone 
grabs his shoulder. He looks over to see Kenny, whose expression has only become more 
concerned— or maybe the term is confused. It’s a cross between them, Kyle supposes, and 
awkwardly chews a thoughtless bite of his sandwich. It’s halfway gone, but he doesn’t notice. 
He’s not thinking about eating, he’s just eating. His thoughts about control mean nothing. 


“Dude, stop sitting like that, it’s bad for your back,” Kenny says, though it’s more judging 
than anything else. Kyle isn’t exactly all that concerned with how his back fares. He just 
needs to hide this stupid hickey until he gets home. Then he can ransack Ma’s makeup and 
hide it that way, or wear a scarf for the rest of the week whenever he leaves the house. He 
doesn’t know what he’ll do, he just has to find something that works and isn’t suspicious. 
Kenny furrows his brows, corner of his mouth twitching into a tense frown. His grip on 
Kyle’s shoulder returns, and he gently nudges him, and then pulls him, like he’s trying to sit 
him upright. He slides his chair closer to Kyle. “Is something on your neck?” 


Kenny hooks a finger under Kyle’s chin and tries to turn his head. Kyle turns away and 
pushes Kenny back. He doesn’t like having his personal space encroached upon, and he 
doesn’t want to be touched right now. He doesn’t want to draw attention to himself and he 
doesn’t understand how Kenny even thought to bring up his neck in the first place. Kyle can 
lean awkwardly with a hand propping underneath his jaw if he wants to, can’t he? “Leave me 
alone,” Kyle says. He goes back to his lunch. Kenny lets go of him, and Kyle thinks that’s the 
end of it. It’s not. 


“What’s wrong?” Kenny asks, as if that’s a question Kyle can answer. Scoffing, Kyle waves 
him off. He takes another bite of his sandwich. A bigger bite than he means to, but he chews 
through it anyway. The cafeteria is so full, it makes Kyle feel stuck. Like he can’t run, not 
that he needs to run in the first place. He wonders if he should talk to Kenny about his deal 
with Eric, but he knows he can’t. No matter how much he wants to vent, he can’t. Having sex 
with someone he doesn’t particularly want to have sex with because of a game that will kill 
his mother if he doesn’t comply sounds awful Sci-Fi and unrealistic. 


But Kyle knows it’s real. He thinks that’s all that matters, but at the same time, if he applies 
that philosophy to the whispers he hears and the stains he sees... it just doesn’t work. 


Kyle finishes his sandwich. He opens up the bag for the strawberries. Kenny pokes him to get 
his attention, and Kyle looks over without thinking. The look on Kenny’s face is utter shock, 
and the confusion still hasn’t left. “Dude,” Kenny says, dumbly, “What happened to your 
neck?” 


It doesn’t hit for a moment, but when it does, Kyle immediately flusters. Shit. Shit he pulled 
his hand away from his neck. It’s such a strange thing to think about, it’s so abnormal, that 
it’s not built into his brain like other autopilot things are. It’s not natural to sit like that, it’s 
not normal to keep his hand above heart level. Hell, it’s uncomfortable— but he brings his 
hand back up to his neck anyway. It’s too late, though. In the split second that he’d had it 
down, Kenny had seen. 


It’s concerning, because if it’s seriously so noticeable that Kenny can catch a glimpse of it 
while on the opposite side of him (granted Kyle looked over), it must be really bad. He hasn’t 
looked at it recently, has the bruise reddened? He wonders if it’s obvious it’s a hickey, but 
knows that’s a stupid question. Of course it’s obvious. What else would be there? 


“It’s not what it looks like,” Kyle blurts. 


“That’s what people say when it is what it looks like,” Kenny says. He furrows his brows. 
“Who gave that to you? I thought you and Stan were a thing, what the fuck are you doing?” 


“I—” but Kenny interrupts him again. 
“Was it Eric?” 


And his voice is loud. So loud, that Butters’ eyes visibly widen and he turns to stare, mid- 
chew of his cheeseburger. A couple people at tables surrounding glance, too, but at the 
coming silence, they return to their own conversations. Kyle is so shocked at the forward 
nature of Kenny’s question that he can’t even process well enough to come up with any sort 
of response, which seems to spell out the death of him. Kenny’s expression goes dead, eyes 
sharpening and jaw tightening. He glances around. 


“Holy shit,” he says. “Holy shit, holy shit, what did he do to you?” 
“Nothing,” Kyle argues. “He didn’t do anything.” 


“Bullshit,” Kenny snaps, hushed. “He groped you at school last week, he groped you at the 
field, and you’re acting weird and jumpy— you can’t seriously expect me to believe he hasn’t 
done anything.” 


“He hasn’t done anything,” Kyle repeats, firmer. He rips the remaining third of his sandwich 
in half, then rips it in half again. He takes a bite out of one of the smaller pieces, snacking on 
the sandwich more than he is eating it. Even so, he goes through it quickly. He mindlessly 
chews. “He hasn’t.” 


“Then what’s that mark from?” Kenny asks. “Who gave it to you?” 
“It doesn’t matter—” 


“It does,” Kenny hisses. “It matters because either you’re a piece of shit because you’re 
having sex with someone other than your boyfriend, or someone else is a piece of shit 


because they forced you to do something you didn’t want to do. What happened and who did 
it?” 


“Stan isn’t my boyfriend,” Kyle says. “He was never my boyfriend, we never—” 


“Officially got together?” Kenny asks. “So what? You two are fucking head over heels for 
each other and— Jesus Christ, Kyle, what the fuck. What the fuck.” 


Kenny drops his head into his hands, carding his fingers through his hair. Kyle doesn’t 
understand why Kenny is freaking out so much. Nevertheless, it stresses him out. He doesn’t 
recall finishing his sandwich, but he does, and now there are cucumber slices and he’s 
nibbling on them. In the back of his mind, he’s vaguely aware of the fact that he’s eating too 
much. He tells himself to stop, but as soon as he sets down the slice of cucumber, he picks it 
back up again and he’s back to nibbling on it. 


Eventually, Kenny lifts his head. He appears to be calmer, in comparison to the way he 
looked before he’d lowered his head. He combs his fingers through his hair once more before 
turning to Butters. “Hey, could you go get Clyde? Tell him to meet us in the boys’ cafeteria 
bathroom and bring his makeup.” 


Butters nods and stands, making his way off to the center of the lunchroom. He disappears in 
the crowds of people. Kyle looks at Kenny. “Clyde has makeup?” Kyle asks. 


“Yeah,” Kenny says, nodding. “He gets hella chicks, dude. C’mon, let’s go hole up in the 
bathroom.” 


Kenny stands and Kyle follows suit. He finishes off the cucumber he’d had in his hand and 
starts packing up his food. Kenny reaches out to help, and something visceral deep in Kyle 
tightens defensively. “Don’t touch my food,” Kyle snaps, slapping Kenny’s hand away 
because a voice inside of him tells him that Kenny is going to steal his food. Kyle hardly 
realizes what he’s done until a moment after he’s done it. His face relaxes, the effects of 
momentarily animalistic panic hurting his lungs. He looks up. Kenny’s brows have furrowed, 
his lips parted slightly. He’s confused, obviously so, and Kyle doesn’t blame him. 


“Dude,” Kenny mutters. “Did you just get territorial over some fucking cucumbers?” 


Heat overwhelms Kyle’s cheeks, the embarrassment harsh and all-encompassing. He stares 
down at the food his body had told him to protect to the point of aggression. It’s just some 
cucumbers. He wants to sit down and keep eating, and it takes a humiliating amount of 
willpower to keep himself from doing that. He bites the inside of his cheek and shoves his 
food into his lunch bag. He shoves his lunch bag into his backpack and proceeds to ignore 
that it even happened, slinging his backpack over his shoulder and making his way toward 
the boys’ bathroom. 


Kenny follows, fortunately not intent on pushing the issue. 


When they get to the bathroom, Clyde is already in there. For a second, Kyle is impressed at 
his speed— but then he recognizes that Butters is nowhere near, and Clyde is standing at one 
of the sinks brushing his teeth. The sound of the door must startle Clyde, because he almost 
gags on the toothbrush in the process of shoving something into his pocket. He looks over. 


“Mm! Hmmimm shhmm!” Clyde attempts to speak, garbled and nonsensical. He removes the 
toothbrush from his mouth and bends over to spit into the sink, turning on the tap. He rinses 
off everything and pushes the toothbrush into a plastic bag, which he proceeds to store in an 
inside pocket in his letterman jacket. Clyde wipes the water from his mouth with the back of 
his sleeve and turns. “Holy shit, you guys came outta nowhere! Almost gave me a heart 
attack.” 


Clyde grins. Kenny stiffens for some reason. Kyle can’t imagine why. 


“Whatever,” Kenny says. “Did you bring your makeup to school today? Kyle’s got a hickey 
we need to take care of.” 


“Ooh, hickey, huh?” asks Clyde. His grin melts into something sly and teasing. “Who’s the 
lucky girl?” 


Kenny pushes forward, making his way to Clyde’s backpack. “No girl,” Kenny says. “Just 
Eric, being a piece of shit.” 


“Being a— hey now!” Clyde pushes his backpack away from Kenny with his foot. “Don’t go 
rooting through my stuff, please, I can get it myself.” 


Kenny sends Clyde a glare, but doesn’t otherwise react. He gestures in surrender and steps 
back. Clyde nods, a nonverbal “thank you”, before crouching and opening the front pocket to 
his rucksack. He pulls out a small makeup back and hands it over to Kenny, who takes it with 
little more than a grunt. Kenny gestures for Kyle to come closer, and Kyle does. He pointedly 
ignores having his back to the sink— or even being close to the sinks at all. Another gesture 
is made for Kyle to step closer, possibly for Kyle to even stand in front of the sink, but Kyle 
shakes his head. Kenny rolls his eyes and steps the rest of the way forward, setting the 
makeup kit on the corner of the sink and digging through it. 


Kyle rests his back against one of the paper towel dispensers which jut from the wall. The 
broken one, not the working one, for ease of use in case someone needs one. 


“Look up and to the left,” Kenny says. Kyle does. He flinches at the cold feeling of Kenny 
putting something that looks like a light peach-colored lipstick. 


“Hey,” Clyde says, speaking up from near the door. Since Kyle’s back is to the door, he can’t 
see him. “Do you guys want me to lock the—” 


“No!” Kyle blurts. There’s stillness in the air, and Kenny stops applying the nude lipstick 
stuff. Kyle clears his throat and pretends that isn’t the second time he’s lashed out in the past 
five minutes. He closes his eyes so he doesn’t have to see the look of confusion that Kenny 
gives him. He closes his eyes so he doesn’t have to see his reflection out of the corner of his 
eye, so he doesn’t have to see the mirror at all. So he can focus on the feeling of Kenny 
resuming the act of concealing the hickey. 


Silence. The sound of a cap being placed on something, probably the lipstick thing. Kyle lets 
go of a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. 


“This happened in a bathroom, didn’t it,” Kenny says, and with his tone, Kyle knows it’s not 
a question. Tension gathers in Kyle’s neck, and his hands feel shaky and tight. He clenches 
them, but they feel weak, like he’s just woken up. It’s cold, in this bathroom. And it smells 
like stale urine and artificial fruit-scented soap, a concoction that makes Kyle want to vomit. 


The back of his throat tickles with the urge. His stomach tenses. His jaw does that numb- 
tingling thing. He swallows, trying to ignore it, but it just comes back stronger. He clenches 
his hands tighter so he won’t push Kenny away and lock himself in a stall. The fact that he 
has eaten is starting to catch up with him. That sandwich is going to put all the weight back 
on, he’s going to lose his hard work. 


A cold hand grabs Kyle’s own, and he opens his eyes in shock. When he looks over, he sees 
that Kenny is done applying the makeup and Clyde is making Kyle stop digging his 
fingernails into the palm of his hand. A numbness spreads over the heel of Kyle’s palm, 
where each crescent-shaped indent lies in his skin. He swallows. 


“Sorry,” he says, but his voice is weak and cracking. He clears his throat again. “Sorry, I 
don’t know—” 


“It’s fine,” Kenny says. “You good?” 


“I’m good.” Clyde hasn’t let go of his hand, yet. It’s cold. Surprisingly cold. Kyle wonders if 
the water that he was using to brush his teeth was cold, but that wouldn’t make much sense. 
Kyle’s brows twitch down. “Dude, your hands are freezing.” 


The silence of Clyde’s shock is telling. Clyde lets go of Kyle’s hand and shoves them into his 
pockets. “Sorry,” says Clyde. He smiles, but there’s a note to it, something that reads 
uncertainty. Kyle doesn’t know what that note is supposed to be, it’s so deep and hidden and 
secret, but he doesn’t push. Kenny, on the other hand, seems perfectly fine with prodding. 


“Why were you brushing your teeth?” Kenny asks. 


“Huh?” Clyde asks, visibly and audibly confused. “I... like it when my mouth feels clean? 
Why, what’s wrong with me brushing my teeth?” 


“Nothing,” Kenny says. “Sorry for pestering, I’m just—” 


Again, the bathroom door swings open. Butters pops in, face flushed with some sort of 
exertion and panting like he’s run a mile. 


“I’m sorry, Ken, I couldn’t find him!” says Butters, frown deep on his face. “I looked 
everywhere, I asked Tweek, but Clyde isn’t...” 


After the lengthy apology, Butters seems to finally realize that Clyde is standing right in front 
of him. Butters’ eyes go wide and he lets out a shocked “oh!”’, stepping into the bathroom and 
letting the door close fully behind him. 


“Sorry, mister, I didn’t see you there,” Butters admits. “Were you all able to fix the problem?” 


“Yep,” Clyde says, grin back in his face. “Hickeys banished. Still curious on what happened, 
though.” 


“Nothing happened,” Kyle mutters. He pushes Kenny away and steps toward one of the 
sinks, peering at himself in the mirror. He can see some color difference between his normal 
skin and the makeup, but it’s almost unnoticeable. 


“Something happened,” Kenny retorts. “And we all know it. You’re just not telling us, 
because you want us to think that it wasn’t what it was.” 


“It wasn’t anything.” 


“It was something,” says Kenny, “And the fact that you’re vehemently denying anything 
happened is seriously starting to freak me out.” 


“Ts there something we should know about?” Clyde asks. He’s a lot softer than Kenny is, 
which Kyle finds both predictable and surprising. Butters has yet to provide any opinions of 
his own, which is a relief. Kyle presses a fingertip to the makeup, but doesn’t apply enough 
pressure to remove it. He expected having a hickey to feel physically weird, but it wasn’t the 
mark that made the bugs. It was the knowledge, the fact that it was there. The next person to 
speak is Kenny, and he lets loose something that Kyle thought could remain private. 


“Eric’s been groping him,” Kenny says. “It’s happened a few times already.” 


Kyle catches a glance of his friends in the mirror. Kenny looks angry, Clyde has gone pale, 
and Butters simply frowns. Clyde looks at Kyle. “Groping?” he says. “Like, non- 
consensually?” 


“Nothing happened,” Kyle says, but he’s too quiet. No one hears him. Or, if they do, no one 
acknowledges him. Kenny nods. 


“Yeah, non-consensually,” Kenny says. “It’s fucking creepy and disturbing, Eric’s doing this 
shit in public places. He’s not even trying to be discreet.” 


“That’s sick,” Clyde says, face reflecting that sentiment. “That’s seriously really sick.” 


“Stop talking about it like I’m not here,” Kyle says. Again, no response. He begins to wonder 
if he’s even really there. He begins to wonder if he’s even really saying it. 


He can’t help it when his thoughts start to go back to what it felt like to be pinned to the wall. 
It makes him uncomfortable, it makes his shoulders itch and his chest draw disgustingly tight. 
Kyle’s gaze falls without him meaning it to, and he stares at the bottommost section of the 
mirror. He stares at where his stomach is, mere inches from the edge of the sink. He stares at 
where his hands are, gripping the sides of that very same sink. It makes his gut roll with 
nausea. His knees feel shaky. He tries to pull his head away from the perspective of being 
trapped, but it’s hard. Impossible. 


Eric touches him and he spins around, jolting as instinct tells him to get away. All it serves is 
him hitting his hip on the sink. Hard. He winces, grabbing his hip to relieve the pain and 


doubling over a bit in the process. It does little, if anything, other than soothe the mental part 
of the issue. It grounds him. He recalls the smell of stale urine and soap, the thing he’d 
smelled earlier when Kenny was doing the makeup. His breath catches in his throat, but he’s 
okay. He looks up. 


Clyde is much closer than he had been before. 

“Hot damn,” Clyde mutters. “That’s... one strong startle reflex ya got there, bro.” 
“Kyle, are you okay?” asks Butters. 

Through gritting teeth, Kyle says, “I’m fine.” 


The pain starts to fade. He moves to stand fully upright, but it only serves to magnify the very 
thing he’d wanted to get rid of. It resides as a dull ache deep in his bones, centering where 
he’d hit his hip. He presses his palm deeper into it, knowing it’s going to leave a sizable 
bruise. He’s been forming bruises depressingly easily lately. He’d bruised his hip just the 
other week, sleeping wrong on Stan’s bed. The hickey had taken basically nothing to flood 
with attempts to heal. 


It’s fucking cold in here. And, hell, if Kyle isn’t tired. His eyes weigh heavy. His body still 
has a sharp run of jitters in it, though, refusing to allow him the mercy of relaxation. Even if 
given the chance, he doubts he’d be able to sleep. For now, the only thing he asks is that he 
makes it through the day in one piece. That he doesn’t end up getting it out before he gets 
home. Further, he hopes the day can go faster so he can lock himself in the bathroom and 
throw up as much as his body tells him he needs to. It gives a worsening fear to his chest, but 
he pushes it away. 


He doesn’t think he wants to do it anymore, but at the same time, he doesn’t really know 
what he wants anyway. 


Kyle tunes back in to his surroundings. He blinks and looks up. Kenny and Clyde are in the 
midst of discussing something. He tries his best to connect the dots. 


Clyde asks, “You don’t think Eric—” 


“I don’t know,” Kenny replies. “I don’t know what happened, but I have a sneaking suspicion 
it isn’t good.” 


Clyde’s frown speaks volumes. In that moment, as they all glance back at him, Kyle feels like 
a child. Like something bad has happened to him, but none of the adults will talk to him 
about it because he’s not emotionally strong enough to handle, or intelligent enough to 
comprehend. It’s incredibly demeaning and condescending. He swallows. A bitter version of 
the cucumbers he’d eaten minutes ago remains in the corners of his jaw. 


The pressure is too much. Kyle wants to throw up but he doesn’t want to do it here. He can’t 
do it with people near but maybe he needs them to know so they can help. He doesn’t want 
help. He doesn’t need help. But maybe he does. It’s confusing and conflicting and he 
imagines a future where the words escape his mouth before he can stop them, where he can 


understand the consequence of them. Where he blurts and it’s a terrifying ramble of what 
happened this morning. His brain tries to form the experience into cohesive sentences, but it 
doesn’t happen. So, Kyle stays silent. He stares on and pretends that it’s normal, that nothing 
happened, because if he can’t verbalize it, did it even happen in the first place? 


“Okay,” Clyde says. His voice is a lot softer now, a lot softer than even before. “Okay, we 
need to tell an adult, like, right now.” 


“No,” Kyle says. “No, don’t, please.” 


Kenny jerks his head to look at Kyle, perplexed. “No? What do you mean, ‘no’? You were 
sexually assaulted, we can’t stay silent about this.” 


“T wasn’t, though,” Kyle says. He swallows sharply. “I wasn’t, it wasn’t assault, it wasn’t 
against my will.” 


That only serves to make Kenny even madder. “So something did happen,” he says. Kyle’s 
instincts tell him to admit, to say everything that has happened, but he doesn’t. “Did you ask 
him to do it? Did you reciprocate?” 


“No,” says Kyle. “Christ, no.” 


“Then why the hell are you saying it wasn’t against your will? Why are you saying nothing 
happened?” 


“Because nothing happened,” Kyle says. “I didn’t— I didn’t do anything, and he didn’t do 
anything, and that’s the end of it.” 


Silence, once more, settles on all four pairs of shoulders. The heaviness in the bathroom 
seems to carry, even firmer, on the objects in the room. The looks of confusion, anger— all of 
them, pointed at Kyle— are overwhelming. Kyle regrets saying anything, and if something 
doesn’t change, he knows that he’s going to regret it even more. That he’s going to confess 
and Eric will know. Kyle doesn’t know how he’ll know, but he’ ll know, and that’s the worst 
thing that could happen. If Eric finds out Kyle told... 


“Please, just leave it alone,” Kyle says. “Nothing even happened.” 


Kyle rubs his hip one final time. After, he pushes his way past Clyde, Kenny, and Butters, 
and leaves the bathroom in the wake of the silence. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Little Wet Tears 


Chapter Summary 


Finally, finally, finally, the voice in his head lets him go. 


Chapter Notes 


CONTENT WARNING for non-con, sexual assault, rape, purging 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Once home, Kyle tries really hard to keep lunch down. He fidgets with his phone as he sits on 
the couch, the house empty from Dad’s leave to work and Ike’s after-school study session 
with some friends. Kyle has the house to himself, and the knowledge of such a thing is more 
dangerous than he’d like to admit. Not only is he fighting a continuous war with himself, 
trying to do the base thing of keeping his fucking food down, but he also fears what he 
agreed to. He knows that he should expect a knock on the door from Eric at any moment, and 
in that manner it’ll be familiar when it actually happens, but that doesn’t aide in his comfort. 
It worsens his discomfort. It worsens the stressful knot in his stomach, that pulls and tugs 
every time he moves the wrong way. 


He curls up even deeper on the couch, a blanket thrown over his body as he tries to stave off 
shivers and fight away the immovable heaviness from his eyes. He gazes at the television 
without actually seeing what’s happening in the show, whatever it is that’s playing. He picks 
at his phone case, nails rough from where he bit and chewed at the edges. The sharp angle of 
the couch arm beneath his head grounds him enough to keep him from saying fuck it and 
sticking his fingers down his throat right where he lays. 


Unfortunately, he does not succumb to the relaxing call of sleep. And, even more 
unfortunately, the grounding tactic of the pain in his neck does nothing to completely destroy 
the urge tickling the back of his throat. He sits up and fumbles around the coffee table, trying 
to find the correct remote. It’s difficult, at first, still very tired and slightly-too-preoccupied 
with just how cold he is. He wonders if he should turn up the thermostat, but knows that if he 
did such a thing, it would only serve to get him in trouble. For now, he settles. He turns off 
the television and stands, ignoring the way his vision peppers with black and cuts out 
completely. 


Kyle hits a wall. He takes a moment to recover from the dizziness, leaning against it like it’s 
a lifeline, even if it hurts his shoulder to do so. He swallows and resumes his path, following 
the wall to the banister and turning to begin his way up the steps. The stairs creak beneath his 


weight, and the sounds mock him. Too much too fat hear that? But he pushes it away and 
doesn’t even think twice before plodding into the bathroom. He kicks the door closed, locks 
it, turns on the shower just for good measure. 


It is with reluctance that he removes his jacket, though it hasn’t really been doing anything to 
keep him warm. He rolls up his sleeves and lowers himself to his knees, depositing his phone 
on the floor beside him. Mechanically, he pushes his fingers deep into his throat and falls into 
the rhythm of it. 


His entire body heaves with the force of a gag, but nothing comes out. He hacks disgusting, 
wet coughs into the toilet bowl and waits for himself to recover enough to try again. Second 
time doesn’t harbor any results, either. Disappointed in himself, he tries a third time. But 
nothing comes up. He doesn’t understand; why isn’t it working? He shouldn’t be having this 
much trouble. He has done this countless times before. He knows how to do it. Dare he say, 
he’s perfected it. It brings him comfort and he can’t not do it tonight. It stresses him out, 
makes his heart pound loudly in his chest, makes his chest work double-time to fulfill its 
expanded need for oxygen— or maybe that just comes with triggering his gag reflex so many 
times. 


Kyle takes a break. He doesn’t want to, but he feels like he has to. His pulse races, thunders 
throughout his entire body. He feels it, thick, like his blood is having trouble pumping 
through his veins. He leans back, scooting until his spine presses against the bathroom wall. 
He allows his head to rest against it, too. It cools the artificial fever, tempers the tacky sweat 
gathering on his brow. Saliva cools on his hand, makes it sticky. His skin itches where it has 
dried. 


Slowly, his pulse comes back to a normal pace. It no longer tries to beat out of his chest. He 
swallows back the bitter taste in his mouth and crawls back over to the toilet, perching on his 
knees before it and holding himself up with the arm not being used to do the deed, so to 
speak. 


When he still can’t get anything up, he begins to wonder if it’s a sign. That he should stop, or 
that Eric shouldn’t come over, that Kyle should rescind the permission and lock himself in his 
room and just try to sleep through the worst of it. 


But of course he can’t take that as fact. 


So he claws himself up from the floor. He opens the shower curtain and cups his hands 
beneath the aggressive flow of water. He swallows what he gathers. He repeats the process a 
few times, until his stomach is uncomfortable and he wants to get it out just to ease the 
pressure, if nothing else. He lowers himself to the floor before the toilet and tries one final 
time. 


He succeeds. 


A headache wrecks his brain and his entire body quivers. He’s cold but his face is flushed 
hot, his neck is stiff and his throat is sore. He’s not done, though. He refuses to be done after 
one attempt— that’s all just the water, probably, it’s not the food, or not all of the food. 
Whatever his excuse is, it isn’t enough. He fears the certainty in which he knows this. His 


body works automatically, moving even when he begs himself to stop. Tears prick the edges 
of his eyes and his sinuses burn. 


Finally, finally, finally, the voice in his head lets him go. 


Kyle swallows down the horrid taste in his mouth, which almost makes him gag again. He 
closes the toilet lid and flushes, sniffing and trying to ignore the smell. His hand hurts from 
where he bit it, his knuckles raw and he thinks he’s bleeding. There’s vomit and spit on his 
hand and it trails down his wrist. He pulls himself over to the shower, thrusting his arm 
beneath the water. It feels as if it may burn his skin, it’s up so hot, but he bears it. He doesn’t 
have the energy to turn it to a more bearable temperature. He rests his head against the wall 
as he waits, sitting on the shower ledge and trying not to fall asleep where he sits. 


Knowing just how much work lies ahead of him is almost more exhausting than the act of 
having done what he just did. He has to clean up any spills, he has to shower until he doesn’t 
smell like vomit— which is becoming increasingly more difficult, he has discovered—, he 
has to rinse his mouth and brush his teeth and spray with some sort of air freshener so his 
situation isn’t immediately obvious to his family. Ike would have his head, would tell 
immediately, and Dad would freak out if he knew the real reason Kyle does this. In some 
ways, Kyle thinks that Dad does know. That maybe denial is the only thing keeping him from 
realizing the truth on his own. 


His body threatens to make him cry. He sniffs and forces it away, rubs his face with his clean 
arm, his other still under the heavy torrent from the shower. He wonders if he’s going to have 
to do this again tonight. He wants to say no, he wants to say yes, he wants to say any sort of 
definitive answer, but the truth is that he doesn’t know. He doesn’t know if he’s going to 
make himself do it again. He usually feels so much control when he does this, he usually 
feels so powerful. But this time, it’d been horrible. His throat still scrapes— and his head 
hurts, and he feels afraid. He’s afraid of how his body had kept making him try, even when he 
didn’t want to anymore. How his body took over, taking orders from the little thing in his 
head that tells him he weighs too much, he ate too much, he hasn’t thrown up enough. He’s 
scared of himself. 


He’s scared. 
Weakly, he holds back tears. 


He cleans the bathroom from top to bottom and cleans himself in the shower, scrubs himself 
until his skin feels raw and ready to peel off at every corner. He washes his hair violently, 
until it feels clean enough to his standards. He double-checks the bathroom and sprays air- 
freshener. He brushes his teeth and uses mouthwash multiple times. He changes into a clean 
set of pajamas. He dumps his clothes into the laundry and grabs the shirt out from under his 
bed, the one he got vomit on the other day. He tosses that into the washer, too, and sets it on a 
low tumble wash cycle and leaves it be. He tries to forget, but it’s easier said than done. 


He crawls into bed and naps, phone clutched tightly to his chest so he’ Il hear and feel it when 
he gets any calls or texts. 


But when Kyle wakes up almost an hour later to that very sound, he doesn’t feel rested at all. 
His bones complain with the thought of movement, and his muscles hurt more than he 
thought they would. His cheeks feel inflamed, and when he presses at the glands beneath his 
jaw, he finds them swollen. It hurts, tender, uncomfortable. He wipes away the dried remains 
of tears that he does not remember shedding and forces himself upright. He clicks on his 
phone and enters the passcode. 


Eric 


Today 5:44 PM 
I’m here.mind letting me in? 


Kyle gets up. He sets his phone down on the top of the dresser as he leaves the room, making 
his way carefully down the stairs as to not fall. He’s tired. He hurts, everywhere, in some 
ways he has only barely felt before. Ultimately, though, he thinks that might be best. If he’s 
more focused on the aches of his joints then maybe he won’t have to feel so much of what 
he’s about to do. He unlocks the door and pulls it open, allowing Eric to step in. As soon as 
he has cleared the doorway, Kyle pushes the door closed and locks it again. He turns, facing 
Eric. 


Eric looks him over, gazing, inspecting. It takes far too long before either one of them speaks 
— and even before the words come from Eric’s mouth, Kyle knows they’re coming. He sees 
the way Eric is looking at him, he sees the strange, pulled, tense expression on his face. The 
furrowed brows and taught mouth. 


“You look terrible,” says Eric. Kyle doesn’t know what he looks like; he hadn’t caught a 
glimpse of himself in the mirror, he hadn’t thought to. He finds himself resentfully glaring, 
unwilling to cater to the visual appeals that Eric wants. Kyle is glad he looks like crap, if for 
no other reason than for that of spite. 


He has to say, though, he doesn’t expect Eric’s face to go relaxed. He doesn’t expect him to 
pale, or his eyes to flicker over the lower part of Kyle’s face and the upper part of Kyle’s 
chest. Kyle doesn’t expect the words Eric next utters: 


“You’re not actually bulimic, are you?” 
Defensively, Kyle snaps, “What the fuck do you mean?” 


Eric appears almost caught off-guard, but Kyle has zero sympathy for the bastard. Eric scrubs 
the back of his head with slightly-curled fingers, scratching at his scalp in a fidgeting manner. 
He suddenly won’t meet Kyle’s eyes. For a long moment, it stays like that. Silent, between 
the two of them. The house seems to creak or move or freeze with their every adjustment. 
“Are you okay?” he asks. The question makes Kyle feel sick— even sicker than he’d been 
feeling before, with the idea of being intimate with this motherfucker. 


“Why the fuck do you care all of a sudden?” cusses Kyle, crossing his arms over his chest. 
Eric watches the movement, and his attention flicks to Kyle’s face. 


“Holy shit,” says Eric. “I didn’t think you were actually bulimic—” 


“Stop using that word.” Kyle turns and begins making his way up the steps. He stops when 
he doesn’t immediately hear Eric start to follow him. When he turns and sees Eric is just 
staring at him, he can’t help but feel offended. He doesn’t know why, and he doesn’t 
understand it himself. He doesn’t think he really wants to understand it. He swallows; his 
stomach is empty, but it rolls with nausea. “Well? Are we doing this, or what?” 


Eric glances back at the door, an expression on his face like he’s contemplating leaving. He 
doesn’t leave, though. He begins up the steps after Kyle, and Kyle takes that as his cue to 
continue to his bedroom. He thinks there has to be a better place to do this other than his own 
bedroom, but the thought of other people being in the place where it happens is disgusting 
even in forethought. Kyle shakes his mind free of thoughts and pushes his bedroom door 
open. He doesn’t sit down on the bed; he doesn’t want to give up the control like that. His 
memories gravitate toward the last time both he and Eric were in this room alone together; 
his arm burns in recollection. 


Something feels strange about this. Something that Kyle can’t put his finger on, and probably 
wouldn’t be able to comprehend even if he tried. He doesn’t try, though. He stands, and 
waits, for something to happen. And he watches, observes, through the tiresome fog that 
hangs behind his eyes. He sees the way Eric meanders over to the window, the way he opens 
it. With curiosity and more than a little resentment, Kyle watches as Eric rustles around in his 
pockets. 


Soon, he pulls out a plastic bag. It’s opaque, and Kyle can’t see into it. He isn’t left 
wondering for long. Eric sits down at the foot of Kyle’s bed, the mattress dipping with the 
weight. He opens the bag and digs in, drawing out a small plastic bag with a pill bottle of 
weed and a few sheets of rolling paper. A lighter. A box of condoms, the sight of which 
makes Kyle shudder. Before he can bother asking what the weed is for, Eric speaks. “I 
figured you might want something to calm your nerves,” he says, but Kyle doesn’t trust it. 
His body screams for it, but he doesn’t trust it. Eric has used this trick on him before, in the 
alcove. Got him high and stupid, then pinned him down, injected him with insulin, and drew 
on his arm. Those images flash by Kyle’s eyes, too, and it makes his skin itch with the 
reminder of the scrape of gravel and wood chips. The urge to make himself vomit rolls over 
him, but he doesn’t have anything left to get rid of. He made sure of that. So all his stomach 
can do is tense, tighten and squeeze. 


I’m not smoking any, is what Kyle wants to say. I’ve fallen for that bullshit before, I’m not 
doing that again. 


Kyle wonders, though, if he really has a choice. There’s still the possibility that he’ll change 
his mind in the middle of the task, and he doesn’t want to be inebriated when that happens— 
but what if Eric makes him do it anyway? And what if he doesn’t change his mind? Maybe a 
little weed would be beneficial in the long run. Maybe some alcohol wouldn’t hurt, too. 
Maybe Kyle could get so fucked up that he wouldn’t remember any of it the next day. Maybe 
he could get so fucked up that he wouldn’t remember anything that has happened thus far, 
with the only reminders being the hickey on his neck, the cuts on his knuckles, and the scars 
on his arm. 


Eric rolls a joint. He stands back up once it’s sealed and makes his way over to the window. 
He leans out as he lights it, and then pockets the lighter and presses the joint to his lips. He 
smokes, and in that moment, Kyle sees the evil of drugs that parents always warn about. He 
sees the fire, the heat, the danger of burns. He sees the carcinogens, real or fake— he feels 
the suffocation. 


Maybe it’s a bad idea, but Kyle kicks his bedroom shut and locks it. He doesn’t want Ike or 
Dad coming in and seeing anything— drugs or sex, it doesn’t matter. If this is going to 
happen, Kyle wants this to be private. He wants it to be secret, silent, hidden behind closed 
doors and never spoken about ever again after this moment. 


Against his better judgment, Kyle walks forward and stands next to Eric. He ignores the 
chills going down his spine, the shakiness in his legs as he leans on the windowsill. He holds 
his hand out for the joint, and Eric hands it over without question. 


They stare out the window and smoke from the same joint. They watch the same scenery and 
see entirely different things. The cold air snuffs out the joint before it’s finished, but it doesn’t 
matter. They’re high enough from what they get. 


Kyle doesn’t know who makes the first move. He doesn’t know if he wants to know. He 
doesn’t even know who he would rather it be. If it’s Eric, Kyle can say it was forced— but if 
it was himself, he can say it’s not being taken from him, that Kyle is taking something back. 
It’s the middle of the second kiss that Kyle decides to act on that. It gives him a power that 
he’s unused to, unsure of. It tingles in his fingers. He grabs onto Eric’s collar and pushes him 
back. Back. Back. 


Eric sits on the bed, hands snaking up to Kyle’s waist. Kyle slaps both of the offending limbs 
away, grabbing hold of Eric’s wrists and crawling into Eric’s lap. Images of Eric’s car flash 
through his head, and Kyle fights the fear. His spine shakes. He’s unsteady, but he trucks on. 


Their lips mesh together and it’s utterly awkward and disgusting. They try switching the 
direction at which they tilt their heads, but it does little to alleviate the discomfort. Eric 
makes another effort to grab at Kyle, and this time, Kyle pulls away from the kiss. He thrusts 
his palms into the center of Eric’s chest, hard enough for Eric to fall onto his back on the bed. 


Kyle snatches Eric’s wrists out of the air and pushes, pins them down against his mattress. 
The fact that he’s straddling Eric hardly registers in his mind, anymore; he’s numbed to it. 
He’s able to lose himself in the darkness behind his eyes. He tries not to listen to the noises 
their mouths make every time they separate and press together. He tries not to match his 
inhales with Eric’s exhales— the heat of breath threatens to suffocate him. When he feels 
Eric getting hard, he starts to grind down. He hopes that, if he can finish this soon, Eric will 
be satisfied. Maybe Kyle won’t even have to do much of anything. Maybe Kyle won’t have 
to have anything inside of him. 


Eric grunts, hips bucking. He makes a move to push Kyle’s hands from his wrists, but Kyle 
pins him down harder. He leans a majority of his weight behind it, unafraid of hurting Eric. 


Maybe that was his first mistake. 


Or, not his first mistake, but the straw that broke the camel’s back. Maybe that’s what made 
what happened next happen. Maybe that’s the thing that Kyle shouldn’t have done. 


Because as he leaned in, as he worked on keeping Eric under control, his hips lifted from 
Eric’s. No more pressure, no more grinding, no more “pleasure”— just a raw illustration of 
the power Kyle has over Eric. It’s unsurprising, really, that it goes unappreciated and even 
disliked. Kyle should have expected it, really. What else is this game but a big power play? A 
filthy excuse for Eric to feel in control of something? A way to get out jealousy, of hatred, of 


envy? 


Kyle’s strength is overridden by Eric’s. The weed didn’t help and neither did the session of 
purging he’d unintelligently decided to indulge in— not that it had been much of a choice. 
Nonetheless, he finds himself tipping to the side. He tries to fight it, but he’s on his back in 
his bed, the top of his head just barely resting on his pillow. The shifting sound of blankets 
sobers him up enough to come to his senses. What is he doing? He understood his motives 
before, but now he doesn’t really want to do it anymore. He pushes at Eric’s chest, saying, 
“Stop.” 


Eric’s hands latch onto Kyle’s hips, tugging him down and opening his thighs enough for Eric 
to slot his hips between them. It’s uncomfortable, to put it lightly, and Kyle squirms. 
Assuming Eric simply hasn’t heard him, Kyle grabs onto Eric’s collar again and pushes for a 
second time. 


“T said stop,” he says. “I don’t want to do this anymore, this is fucking stupid—” 


The pressure Eric applies as he begins grinding down is enough to startle a noise of of Kyle. 
He’s not used to that kind of contact in that kind of place, and it makes his spine bolt stiff. He 
pushes, a third time, trying to urge Eric off of him, but Eric has the advantage of weight. 
That’s all it is, Kyle assures— if it weren’t for the fact that Eric is physically much bigger 
than Kyle... 


“Eric, get off of me, right now!” 


Eric doesn’t say anything. His mouth attaches just under Kyle’s jaw. Their fronts press 
together, their chests rising and falling out-of-sync and arrhythmic with their breaths. The 
sucking sensation comes back, and Kyle immediately knows he’s going to have another 
hickey by the end of the night. If things keep going like this, it’s entirely possible that Kyle 
will have multiple. He hits Eric in the shoulder, but it’s slow and languid and lacks the impact 
he hopes to have had behind it; it’s like being in a dream, where the faster he tries to move, 
the slower he ends up going. 


It’s like one of those dreams. 


The feeling of hands, creeping-crawling down Kyle’s shoulders, biceps, elbows, sliding up 
his forearms and finally grasping his wrists— Kyle gasps at the feeling of teeth against his 
pulse, the wet heat of a darting tongue, the trapped caging of Eric over him, the ache of being 
held down. 


There’s something so fucked up about being pinned to your own bed. 


There’s something inherently sickening about being held down so tightly against your own 
mattress. 


Kyle tries to remember self-defense classes. He vaguely remembers a buck-and-roll 
technique. He bucks his hips upward and tries to roll sideways with it, but he doesn’t get the 
result he’s looking for. In fact, if anything, he gets the opposite. Eric trails a wet, open- 
mouthed lave down the side of Kyle’s neck; the saliva dries, and when Eric makes it to the 
collar of Kyle’s long-sleeved pajama shirt, he mumbles something almost inaudible. 


Almost. 
“My my,” says Eric, “Feisty, aren’t we? You looking for more?” 


Nausea snaps up, encases Kyle in a protective barrier. His body feels more distant. He wants 
to move, wants to kick, wants to fight, but his body won’t listen. He hears the sound of his 
own breath picking up, an in-out dragging deep in his ears. He scans around the room for a 
way out. The open window lets in cold air. Could he lie about being cold? Tell Eric to close 
the window, then they can get back to it? Can Kyle make it sound like it’s Eric’s idea, 
somehow? Kyle shouldn’t have locked the door. He shouldn’t have left his phone across the 
room, on his dresser. 


Eric captures his lips with his own. Kyle’s eyes shut automatically. He doesn’t know if he has 
the energy to fight back. The idea of melting into it and giving in is tempting, just so he can 
spare himself the trouble, the possibility of Eric hurting him somehow, not that he expects to 
be hit or beaten. Eric thrusts his hips down, into Kyle’s, and it’s so startling that Kyle whines. 


It feels bad. 


He doesn’t have the alternative vocabulary. /t feels bad is the most accurate description, 
either way. 


Eric lets go of Kyle’s wrists. Eric sits up enough so he isn’t dependent on being on all fours 
in order to balance. His cold hands intrude Kyle’s shirt, slipping underneath and drawing it 
up to Kyle’s collarbone. Embarrassment, humiliation, shame, all explode in him at once, and 
he gains fight. He tries to pull his shirt back down, to cover himself, but he doesn’t succeed. 


“Mmm, no, you already said you’d do it,” Eric says, back over him. “How dishonest are your 
people, Kyle? You can’t even commit to something this simple... I’m doing you a favor, you 
know, you don’t even have to do anything— you can just lie there, and enjoy the ride...” 


Kyle asks himself questions, as his eyes glaze and his attention wanders. Caught in a limbo of 
fight-flight-freeze, he finds he doesn’t know any of the answers. Why am I not fighting? Why 
did I pull my shirt down rather than run away? Why did I agree to this? 


Is Eric right? Should Kyle just do it, just get it over with? He said he’d do it. Eric’s right 
about that. 


But he didn’t commit... did he? He said he could say no at any time, right? 


...did Eric ever agree to the terms? 


This time, Eric’s tugging Kyle’s pants down. Not much, but enough. A hand slips in. Kyle 
grabs onto Eric’s wrist, wanting nothing more than for all of it to stop. 


“Hold on tight,” Eric snickers. “I’m invading Poland tonight.” 


Kyle closes his eyes and tries to pretend it’s Stan. 
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Intermission VIII 


Chapter Summary 


He imagines Stan. 


Stans eyes get brighter, like a wall has broken. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


A moment alone with Stan is all he can ask for. 


Not that anyone else is here, anyway. Sharon dismissing herself to take a walk is something 
Kyle will feel grateful for. Even at a time like this, where maybe he shouldn’t feel grateful for 
anything. It’s a little thing, though. A little thing among the big thing that’s looming 
overhead. 


Unwilling to waste time, Kyle grabs Stan’s hand and sits down on the bed. The only 
movement that comes from Stan is unintentional, from Kyle’s weight pulling the blanket. In 
the stillness, he sees Stan’s other arm twitch. It makes Kyle’s vision blur. He blinks away the 
film and smiles at his friend. 


Stan can’t see him, but he doesn’t care. Because maybe, if he pretends, for this one last 
moment, that everything is normal and everything is fine, then Stan will come back. In the 
nick of time, maybe it’ll be fixed. 


It’s a genuine smile. Kyle traces patterns on the back of Stan’s hand. Stan’s warm-cold hand. 


“Hey, remember the quarterfinals for the high school football state championship?” asks 
Kyle. “The one we played against North Park?” 


Stan doesn’t answer, obviously— but Kyle decides, in that moment, to imagine Stan is 
awake. He imagines Stan is laying there, completely fine, maybe a little tired because he’s 
been out for a while but he’s awake now, he’s okay. The imagery of it is enough to make 
Kyle’s heart feel fake-full. Like drinking water out of a faucet to make throwing up nothing 
easier. 


He imagines Stan. 


Stan stares with his deer-in-the-headlights expression, confused because he doesn t know 
where Kyle is going with this. After a moment, Stan says, “Um... yeah? Why?” 


“Tve just been thinking about it a lot,” Kyle says. “Especially that crazy play you and Clyde 
orchestrated in the first quarter. I mean, how did you do that?” 


Stan smiles shyly, using his free hand to rub the back of his neck. “That wasn t me,” he says. 
“You know Coach calls the shots— and that touchdown was all Clyde. ” 


“Yeah, but you threw it,” says Kyle. “It was amazing.” 


Stan chuckles lightly, but it’s soft. A noncommittal noise that inhales at the corners because 
he 5 definitely trying not to laugh too hard and make it awkward. 


“Shut up, it was,” Kyle says. “It was amazing, and— and I was really, really nervous. 
Because, I mean... you just kept getting pushed back, back and back and back— Stan, you 
were literally in the end-zone on third down.” 


“Tt happens,” Stan says. “I’m just lucky I didn t get sacked, they were really close.”’ 
“Yeah, they were,” says Kyle. “How do you recover from getting pushed back that far?” 


The smile on Stan 5s face gets brighter. “A small miracle,” he says. “Plus, complete and total 
faith in someone helps. ” 


“T guess so,” Kyle says. He does something he’s not entirely certain of, and he brushes Stan’s 
hair back. 


Stan leans into the contact. 


“T loved that play,” Kyle says. “I loved that game. Everything seemed okay. And then it got 
really bad, really really bad, and you stuck it out. You called the snap, and Clyde ran to the 
fifty yard line, and you threw it to him— did you get tackled?” 


“Yeah, ” Stan says. “It hurt, but I was fine. ” 


“Right,” says Kyle. “And then Clyde caught it at North Park’s forty-eight yard line. Two of 
the defenders— who were they? I’m bad at defensive positions.” 


“Cornerback and safety,” Stan says. 


“Cornerback and safety,” Kyle repeats. “They were this close to taking him down— which 
would’ve been fine anyway, because you got more than first down— but they didn’t get him, 
did they?” 


“No, they didn t, ” Stan says. 
“Tell me about what happened. I want to hear it from your point of view.” 


Stan inhales, eyes searching his brain for the specific moment. Is he feeling it? Is he seeing 
it? Is he hearing the roar of the crowd, is he smelling the turf or feeling being knocked down? 
“Well, I mean, when the guys got off of me in favor of trying to snag Clyde on his way to their 
end-zone, I stood up and I watched. And then, like, I don t know...” 


But Stan 5 eyes have this shine in them. The shine that they get only when he 8 truly, truly 
happy about something. Kyle has seen that shine before. Before games, after games, during 
games, and when he’s talking about games. But Stan doesn t talk about football, anymore. It’s 
too painful, maybe. This Stan, though— this Stan can talk about football and feel good. Kyle 
builds that image in his head. Stan deserves to feel comfort by the thing he loves most in the 
world right now. 


Stan s eyes get brighter, like a wall has broken. “The guys fell down on the turf, ran into each 
other because of course they did, those defensive brutes from North aren t nearly coordinated 
enough to catch a wide receiver like Clyde. And— oh, man, it was so cool. You saw it?” 


Kyle nods. He laces their fingers together, presses his lips to the back of Stan’s hand. “Tell 
me about it.” 


“Clyde kept running. And the defensive tackle was gaining on him, but by that point there 
was only twenty yards left before Clyde got to their end-zone.”’ Stans smile turns into a grin. 
He's beaming. “And he kept running, and he made it. ‘Touchdown for South Park!’” 


“Touchdown for South Park,” Kyle replies. He mimics one of those announcers. “‘The 
crowd goes wild— South Park is first on the board at six points— a lead they won’t give up 
until their eventual win, 34-14.’” 


“I think that was one of the best days of my life,” Stan says. 


“Me, too,” Kyle says. He warms up Stan’s hand between his own. He kisses Stan’s fingers. 
His skin is soft, smooth. He brushes back Stan’s hair. “Hey, Stan?” 


Stan looks over. His eyes are wide, still deer-in-the-headlights and vaguely confused, but 
happy. Really, truly happy. 


“I have something to say,” Kyle says. His sinuses burn. Stan’s smile never fades. Kyle latches 
onto that. 


“Okay, ” Stan says. 


“I— I want you to remember that game,” Kyle says. “I want you to remember it. Okay? Keep 
remembering it. Never forget it, and—” 


Kyle has to stop. He breaks off, kisses Stan’s hand again. He sniffs. 


“remember how it felt impossible, but... but it got better,” Kyle says. “You kept ahead of 
the game and it was okay. You did the unthinkable and came back from a horrible situation, 
stronger for it, because you know what you’re capable of. Can you do that for me? Can you 
stay ahead of the game?” 


Stan s smile falters. It’s still there, but weaker. His eyes look scanning, concerned to some 
extent. Wet. “I— I dont know,” Stan says. “TIU try, I’m trying, but I don t—”’ 


“Okay,” Kyle says, interrupting before Stan can start crying. Because if Stan cries, Kyle is 
going to cry— and he’s already too close to doing that. He sniffs again. “Okay, okay, it’s 


okay, that’s okay. It’s okay, honey.” 


Kyle has never said that word before. He’s never been one for pet names. But the look on 
Stan s face. He looks like he feels better after it. So Kyle takes a brave step. He scoots closer, 
brushes through Stan’s hair with his right hand and squeezes Stan’s hand with his left. Stan 
looks at him, with beautiful blue eyes. 


“Tt’s okay if you can’t,” Kyle says. “I understand.” 

Stan bites the inside of his lip. Kyle sees it. The way his mouth shifts with it. 
“Tt’ll be okay,” Kyle says. “I won’t be mad. If you have to go, I won’t be mad.” 
Stan smiles. “You’re not alone,” Stan says. 


“I know,” Kyle says. “I guess... I guess it just feels like I will be. I’m afraid Ill never get 
over it. I'll never get over you.” 


“I don t think that’s what grieving is about, ” Stan says. He goes quiet for a moment, gaze 
lowering. When he looks back up, he looks stronger. Valiant. “When Sparky died— you 
remember that? I acted okay but I was really kind of... super messed up. And it hurt. But I 
eventually realized that its okay. Like, not to get over it. Because you won t. You won t get 
over it. You'll just... get through it. And you won t move on from them, but you’ll move on 
with them. Y’know?” 


Kyle nods. “Yeah,” he says. 


Stan 5 smile goes gentle. His radiance dampens, but not from sadness. He looks tired, and 
Kyle knows Stan probably is tired. He s probably exhausted. Kyle swallows down the fear in 
his throat and says the things he’s terrified of— more terrified of than being alone, though 
maybe that ties into it. 


“It’s okay, Stan,” Kyle says. “You can sleep if you have to.” 
Stan looks up at him. He looks concerned. “Are you sure?” 


Kyle wants to say no. He wants to say don’t go. But he doesn’t. “Yeah,” Kyle says. “It’s okay. 
I’m not gonna be mad, remember? I said that, and I meant it. If you have to go, that’s okay.” 


He pets the side of Stan’s face. He rubs his thumb over Stan’s cheekbone, traces his fingertips 
through the hair just in front of Stan’s ear. 


“You look tired, dear,” Kyle whispers. “It’s okay, alright? You can sleep.” 


The expression on Stan 5 face is gentle. The levity of his smile, of his eyes— no burdens, just 
happiness. The way Kyle always wanted Stan to feel. The way Kyle hopes Stan will feel for 
the rest of his days, wherever those days end up being spent. 


“Remember the touchdown?” Stan whispers. 


Kyle sniffs and wipes the tears from his chin with his shoulder. He smiles and nods. “Yeah,” 
he whispers. “I remember.” 


Stan nods. With closing eyes, he whispers, “Touchdown. ” 
“T love you,” Kyle whispers. 
Stan squeezes Kyle's hand and softly says, “I love you, too. Forever, okay?” 


Kyle’s chest squeezes. As he looks up at Stan. 


The real Stan. The one intubated. The one who hasn’t opened his eyes or moved very much. 
Kyle squeezes his mouth into a tight line. 


And sobs. 


“It’s okay,” Kyle says. He smooths back Stan’s hair and moves Stan’s hand onto his chest. He 
scoots up and curls up the best he can with Stan, whispering its okay over and over and over 
until it becomes trite. 


He kisses Stan’s forehead and lays down, resting his head on Stan’s chest and trying to find 
the heartbeat, the breathing, the rhythm. 


“T love you,” Kyle says. He lets the tears fall. He doesn’t have much of a choice. “It’s okay, 
baby, it’s okay.” 


It’s okay. 

“If you have to go I won’t be mad.” 

Kyle promises. He would never be mad at Stan. Never. 
Never never never. 


Kyle grabs Stan’s hand again, holds it still, feels the shape of Stan’s body as he tries to 
squeeze in tighter. 
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Pick. 


Chapter Summary 


He finds himself picking again. 


Chapter Notes 


CONTENT WARNING for purging, self-harm, and aftermath of non-con / sexual 
assault / rape 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


There’s a stain on the wall shaped like Challah. Kyle looks at it, and as he does, he tastes the 
salt of it. He tries not to think about how the salt might just be the tears running down his 
cheeks. 


Not that those tears, specifically, are Kyle’s. Because in the midst of it all, in the confusion 
and the inability to move— in the pain in his lungs and chest as he struggled to breathe as he 
felt he was being crushed— there had been a change. And when Kyle opened his eyes and 
came back to himself enough to at least remember details, he saw the red-eyed, splotchy face 
of Eric, and felt the wet, hot prickle of drops stain the pillow. 


And then he stared beyond the shoulder of the person hurting him. He stared and stared and 
stared until, finally, he caught sight of it: a stain. 


Long and braided and held together through magic, sparkling with sesame seeds. 
It’s Challah, Kyle tells himself. It’s Challah. 


Eric helps clean up. He doesn’t have to, Kyle guesses, but he does. It makes Kyle’s chest hurt 
more, because he just wants Eric to leave. But nothing is that simple. 


Kyle scrubs himself clean with a bundle of tissue. He tries to block out the sound of Eric 
sniffling pathetically. He succeeds. It’s not difficult. The ringing in his ears helps. 


Kyle doesn’t think he’s crying. His cheeks are wet and his eyes hurt and feel raw, but he’s not 
crying. Eric is, though. And Kyle doesn’t understand that. Eric won, didn’t he? What does he 
have to cry about? Are they tears of joy? Kyle guesses he didn’t block out the sound. Even if 
he physically doesn’t hear it, he remembers it. It makes his stomach roll. It makes him feel 
disgusted. 


Eric leaves. Doesn’t say anything. Just packs up and leaves, out the front door, with this 
weird look on his face like he’s seen something horrible. Kyle gives him no empathy. He 
gives him no sympathy. He doesn’t deserve any. The idea of Eric having any sort of ability to 
feel guilt has been thrown out the window, and Kyle doesn’t want Eric to have that ability. 
Because, if he has that ability, then what really separates him from anyone else? 


Kyle would rather shamelessly indulge in mind-numbing thought of Eric being a monster. He 
would rather think of it like that. It’s easier that way. 


Humanizing any part of Eric makes him scared. 
That’s not the first thing Kyle feels, though. 


At first, he doesn’t really feel anything. It’s like he’s underwater, or not real, or completely 
separated from himself. He sits in bed with his pajamas back on, the same ones that Eric had 
pulled off of him with little regard of how they would stretch or tear— not that they did. And 
even if they did, Kyle would ignore it. Not like acknowledging it helps him any. 


So, Kyle sits there. He’s curled up in the center of his mattress and he’s staring at the wall. He 
pick-pick-picks at the scabs on his arm with the nails on his opposite hand. He’s not trying to 
make himself bleed, he’s not trying to hurt himself. Or maybe he is, he doesn’t know. But 
that’s the point, isn’t it? 


Just sitting there, laying there, staring up at the ceiling and trying to sort through the 
experience as it had happened. He wonders if he’s supposed to go through it in his head and 
analyze every little detail, or if that’s just something he’s doing because he needs to think 
about something and if he thinks about Stan he’ll cry. And if he thinks about Ma, he’ll feel 
shame. And if he thinks about anyone else, he’ll be overwhelmed with responsibility. 


Shelter Ike from this, hide that from Dad, get the numbers for Clyde, test the water, visit Stan, 
do whatever Eric wants, assure Kenny Eric didn’t do anything. 


But here he is, thinking about all of it, not crying. 


Kyle is tired. His eyelids droop and his body sags but his limbs are still wired. His clothes are 
dirty and smell like Eric, probably. What does Eric smell like? Food and fat and sweat, 
probably. He wasn’t paying attention. Now he can’t get the thought out of his head. It'll 
bother him until he either remembers or encounters it again. For now, he can’t smell 
anything. 


He’s covered in mud. Covered in a layer of impenetrable tar. It’s disgusting, and it won’t 
come off. He scratches at his face, rubs away Eric’s tears from his cheeks. He’s tired. He 
wants to go to bed. 


He has to shower first, though. 


So he pushes through. He forces himself out of bed, all the while scratching at the healing 
scars on his arm, no longer believing them to be what he’s always known they are. His 
footsteps, in the empty house, are all encompassing and infuriatingly simple. He doesn’t even 


shut the door behind himself in the bathroom. He wrenches the water on, listens to the heavy 
slamming of it against the shower floor. He closes the curtain and peels off his shirt. 


Before he does anything else, he lowers himself to his knees and presses his fingers into his 
mouth. His nails taste like blood. The metallic, unpleasant tingling on his tongue is among 
the first sensations he truly feels. He guides his fingers along the top of his mouth, coming 
into contact with the fleshy part in the back. Saliva fills his mouth. He gags. He pulls his 
hand away just long enough to spit into the toilet before trying again. 


Since there’s so little in his stomach, it’s difficult to get anything up. 
Swallow, Jew. 
You’ll puke it anyway. 
Isn’t that right? 


Nothing’s coming up. It’s not going to happen. He pushes himself weakly off of the floor and 
leans into the shower, gathering water in his hands in a mirror of earlier. Of before. 


He drinks. 


The ringing in his ears, the screaming of some woman he’s never met, collapses in on him. A 
pressure. His head hurts. 


Stomach at least slightly fuller, Kyle goes back to the toilet. He doesn’t crouch this time, he 
just bends at the waist and forces his fingers into his throat. 


A cough. A wretch. He throws up. He immediately flushes the toilet so he doesn’t have to 
look at it. Then he tries again. 


He wanted it, didn’t he? He thinks he might have. He can’t imagine any other reason as to 
why he let it happen. He can’t figure out why he’d want it, but he must have. Otherwise it 
wouldn’t have happened. Otherwise he’d have been able to push Eric off. Maybe he didn’t 
actually say stop. Maybe he just thought it. And if he just thought it then there’s no way Eric 
could have known to stop. Yeah. Right. 


More vomit, another flush. He tries a third time, but nothing comes up. He doesn’t think he 
has enough energy in him to go another round, so he just spits into the toilet and flushes a 
final time. He tugs down his pants and underwear, removes his socks, and steps into the 
shower. The water pelts him. He gazes up, at first. He doesn’t really want to look at himself. 


But eventually he does. He looks down. Down, at the water pelting him, at the disgusting 
curves of his body. Disgusting. Look at that. 


Kyle grabs a handful of a thigh. It makes his chest flutter tightly in discomfort. He 
remembers being held down and he remembers the stain on the wall. He remembers Eric’s 
tears on his cheeks, and ducks his face under the stream coming from the shower head. 


The water is really hot. That’s the second thing he feels. 


He scrubs at his face. He digs his nails in and tries to scrape off the layer of tar covering his 
skin. Every time he thinks he’s done, though, there’s more. More plaque, more disgusting, 
more to shed. He keeps scratching until it hurts. He rinses in the burning of the water. 


It doesn’t hurt. The water isn’t hot, he realizes. It’s cold. He turns it up hotter. But even when 
it’s hotter than he’s ever had it ever, it doesn’t feel warm. It just feels cold. The heavy, wet 
drops covering him are not hot. They’re not. They’re freezing. 


He scrubs the rest of his body. He digs into the flesh and grabs imperfections. He’s covered in 
scratch marks, but he doesn’t know if they’re from himself or Eric. They certainly weren’t 
from Stan. Stan’s too gentle. 


And Stan was a week ago. 


Kyle scrapes at the scratch marks. He scratches into them more. He digs in. He tries to peel 
off his skin, but it doesn’t work. He doesn’t have a way in. 


He looks at the shaving razor on the ledge and wonders if he could make a way in. 


He grabs the razor and throws it out of the shower. It hits the wall with a crack. He goes back 
to scrubbing himself. 


He adds soap, this time. As much soap as he can manage. And when he runs out, he grabs 
more soap and scrubs again with that. He just wants to feel clean. 


But he can’t. He’s not. He’s covered in grime. Thin layers of grime, impossible to get a grip 
on. 


Kyle washes his hair. Multiple times. With shampoo. Not conditioner. That’d be a stupid 
fucking decision. Too much conditioner makes his hair look like a wet fucking dog. But he 
has to be careful, because if he strips his hair of the natural oils it produces, he’ll look like a 
fucking frizzy monstrosity. 


But, he thinks, squirting a fourth dollop of shampoo into the palm of his hand, 7 don t care. 


By the time he’s done removing the mud, he’s bright red and raw. The water is still cold. He 
turns it up again, but it does nothing, so he turns it back down, which also does nothing. 


Kyle sits down on the floor of the shower and stares at the water coming from the sky. He 
leans back so it doesn’t get in his face, get in his eyes. He feels it collect around his body, 
trail, travel, swirl down the drain. 


He finds himself picking again. At the scars on his arm. 


In Kyle’s skin, there’s bugs. Living things, little critters crawling and squirming just beneath 
the surface. He feels them. Shallowly, deeply, they’re there. He picks more insistently at his 
arm. At the bumps, the uneven surface, the “scar’— but it’s not a scar. It’s beetles and 
worms, covered in dirt and glistening in the light, that’s why he refuses to look. They’re wet 
beneath his nails. His fingertips slide along the surface of them. 


He’s overheating. He’s not warm enough. He’s shivering. He stares at the ceiling, still 
prodding at the worms and ants and beetles. His mouth tastes gross. He doesn’t have the 
energy to fix it. 


His heart pounds and his lungs struggle, like he’s run a marathon. Keep picking, keep pulling, 
get the bugs out, get them out... 


Pick. 

Pick. 

Pick. 

Pick. 

Pick. Pick. 
Pick. 

Pick. Pick. Pick. 
Pick, pick, pick. 
Pick pick pick 
Pickpickpickpick 
Pick 

Pick 

PICK 


PICK 
PICKPICKPICK 


The sound of the front door opening downstairs jars him. He flinches. 


He looks down at himself. There’s blood trailing from where he’s opened the cuts. His nails 
are covered in red. His fingertips are stained. 


He thrusts his arm underneath the water and watches the red wash away. He washes his hands 
with body wash. He rinses the cuts again when they bead with more blood. 


Bleeding. 

He’s bleeding. 

He made himself bleed. 
Dad’s gonna be mad. 


Kyle stands up, almost slipping. But he manages to catch himself on the wall. He rinses off 
one last time and steps out of the shower. As soon as he starts drying, he feels caked in mud 


again. Like all the stuff he’d just gotten off of himself is coming back, climbing out of the 
drain and latching onto him. 


Tiredly, Kyle scrapes himself dry with a towel and wraps it around himself. He turns off the 
water. He sprays air freshener. He brushes his teeth. He goes to his bedroom and gets dressed 
in something new. 


Newly dressed but feeling less than clean, Kyle goes back into the bathroom and retrieves his 
pajamas. He brings them to his room and stuffs them under his bed. He doesn’t want anyone 
to touch them. They’re dirty, contaminated. And if someone touches them, they’ll know. 


In some fucked up way, the pajamas are sacred. 


Kyle goes downstairs. Dad and Ike are putting away groceries. Kyle finds himself distracted 
by a stain on the floor and stares at it. It’s shaped like the stain on his wall. It looks like 
Challah. He wants food. He’s hungry. 


That’s the third thing he feels. Hunger. 
Intense, painful, crushing hunger. 
But nothing disgusts him more than the thought of food. 


“—r y sl—p I o Kyle?” 


Kyle looks up. Blinks. 
“Sorry, what was that?” he asks. Dad quirks a brow. 
“I asked if you were sleeping,” says Dad. 


“I was showering,” Kyle says. Ike stops putting snacks away in the pantry and looks up, 
giving Kyle a weird look. Dad doesn’t seem perturbed. 


“No, I mean before,” Dad says. “You didn’t answer me when I called you.” 
“You called?” Kyle asks, dumbly. 

“Yeah. Did you not hear it?” 

“No.” 


Kyle goes back to staring at the stain on the floor. He doesn’t want to be here. More than that, 
he shouldn t be here, but that’s never stopped him before, has it? Why is he even down here? 
He starts scratching at the scars again, through the long sleeve of his shirt. 


“Kyle,” says Dad. “Don’t scratch that, you’re healing.” 


No. Dad doesn’t get it. Kyle needs to scratch. He ignores the command and keeps staring- 
staring-staring at the stain. On the floor. There’s a stain. Has that always been there? Maybe 


he should clean it up. Ma will be mad if she comes home to find stains everywhere... 
“Kyle.” 

Buzzing. 

“Kyle, I said stop.” 

Drown out the sounds. Keep scratching. Get the bugs out. Pick, pick, pick, pick pick. 


Footsteps, and suddenly Kyle isn’t scratching anymore. Dad is holding onto his arms, making 
him stop. “Okay,” says Dad. “Stop. Look at me.” 


Kyle doesn’t. He looks up, but he doesn’t look at Dad. He looks past him, over his shoulder, 
at the space by his ear. 


Kyle really should have just gone to bed. 
(Kyle’s space is being encroached upon.) 


“What are you doing?” Dad asks. Kyle tries to scratch again, but Dad’s grip is unrelenting. 
Kyle feels his breath hitch. 


“Bugs,” Kyle murmurs, gaze lowering to his arm. He looks over at the stain. “Trying to get 
the bugs out.” 


Why did he come into the kitchen? What did he hope to gain? He doesn’t want to talk to 
anyone. He just wants to sleep. He should have just crawled into bed and slept. Seriously, 
why did he come downstairs? What’s going on? 


“Okay,” says Dad. “Okay, alright, sit down.” 


Dad lets go. Kyle’s hand immediately goes to the cuts. The buzzing in his ears— he has to 
get the bugs out. Dad grabs his shoulders and guides him to one of the chairs at the kitchen 
table. Kyle winces when he sits down, pretends it’s from the scratching and not because 
sitting feels weird now. 


It’s like he’s too aware. He’s way too aware of everything down there. It feels like a pressure 
is gathering, but it’s extremely uncomfortable. It’s painful. Hurts. 


“Ike, go grab his kit.” 
Kyle’s been here before. In this situation. He’s been here. 


“Dad, can you drive me to the hospital?” Kyle asks. He looks up just in time to see Dad’s 
face shift into concern. 


“Why?” he asks. 


“T want to see Stan,” Kyle says. “I wanna see him.” 


“PI drive you in a bit,” says Dad. “If you promise we can correct your low. Alright?” 


“Alright,” Kyle agrees mindlessly. He goes back to staring at the stain on the floor. Ike comes 
back into the kitchen. 


Dad and Ike watch Kyle like a hawk as he checks his blood sugar. 57. It’s fine. 
It’s not fine. 


Dad gets him apple juice and makes him drink it. He’s back in normal ranges the next time 
they check. 


They go to the hospital once Kyle is stable. “Stable”. Kyle doesn’t really know what that 
means. He doesn’t feel stable. Then again, at the same time, he feels too stable. He can think 
fine. He feels gross, but it’s mostly numb at this point. The buzzing in his ears has subsided. 


In the car, he stares out the window. Nothing is in his head. 


They get there. Dad walks him to the room, but Kyle says he wants to go in alone. Dad 
reluctantly agrees to let him, saying he’s going to go grab something from the vending 
machine. And then he leaves. 


Kyle stands there a while, outside the room. A nurse says something to him, but he doesn’t 
hear it, so he nods and smiles and she leaves satisfied. He goes back to staring at the room. 


He thinks he sees someone in the room already, but he’s not sure. It’s dark in there. Questions 
swirl in his brain and none of them are very pleasant. Something happens in his brain and it’s 
like someone pressed the reset button. It’s like someone came in and corrected all the wrongs 
and rights and swapped them. He thinks he’ll ask one question but in reality he’s probably 
going to ask another. And he does. He’s embarrassingly blank, and so so confused. 


The first thing Kyle asks when he enters is, “Why is he intubated?” 
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In fact, in some lights, Clyde looks a little hollowed-out. 
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The comfort of the situation comes from the fact that Kyle doesn’t know how long they sit 
there. It could have been seconds or it could have been hours. Either way, here, sitting on the 
floor beneath the window in Stan’s hospital room with Clyde is... unforeseeable in its 
calming nature. 


They sit facing each other, though Kyle has long since stopped trying to maintain any 
semblance of eye contact. Clyde doesn’t force him to make eye contact— or do much of 
anything at all, really. He just sits there with him, holding Kyle’s wrists, one in each hand, 
like he’s trying to keep him from hurting himself. Kyle isn’t really sure there’s a need for 
that, but he guesses the feeling is comforting anyhow. He finds himself wishing that Clyde 
were Stan, and perhaps it’s sick but Kyle wishes Clyde was in that bed, not Stan. 


That’s selfish. That’s so selfish. But Kyle doesn’t know if he cares. 
They sit there longer. And longer, and longer, and longer... 


Kyle starts to doze off. He only realizes he’s half-asleep when he feels his forehead come into 
contact with Clyde’s shoulder. Kyle jerks upright, almost hitting Clyde in the jaw with the 
back of his head in the process. With wide eyes, he scans the area— he doesn’t know what 
he’s looking for, but maybe that’s for the best. 


“It’s okay,” Clyde tells him, voice soft. Kyle looks at him. His heart races in his chest. 
Nothing has happened. Kyle scared himself, by not having actually done anything. He almost 
fell asleep. His head hit Clyde’s shoulder. He was conscious of it— why is he acting this 
way? 


“T’m sorry,” Kyle says. “I didn’t mean to—” 


“It’s okay,” repeats Clyde. “Yanno, if you wanna fall asleep on me, I don’t mind. You look, 
like... really tired.” 


In the lull before Kyle feels comfortable enough to say anything, Clyde grins with 
reassurance and adds: 


“PI keep watch, don’t you worry.” 


To punctuate the point, Clyde lets go of Kyle’s wrists to allow him freedom. Kyle appreciates 
being let go, but he doesn’t know how comfortable he is curling up in Clyde’s side or laying 
down in Clyde’s lap or anything. It’s tempting, if purely for the fact that he’s really tired. But 
that’s the only reason he can imagine himself doing that. Hell, there’s a bed five feet away. 
Kyle can literally just stand up and crawl in next to Stan and fall asleep until his dad comes in 
and tells him we have to go. 


So Kyle says, “No thanks.” 
Clyde is unperturbed by this. He simply nods and says, “Whatever you need, bro...” 


The fact that Clyde trails off is telling in and of itself. Kyle almost doesn’t need to be asked 
the question he knows is coming— especially when he sees the face that Clyde is giving him: 
this once-over, like he’s finally noticing something for the first time. 


“Do you want me to help you cover those marks?” Clyde asks. And, to Kyle’s relief, that’s 
the only thing he asks. Do you want me to help you cover those marks? No question of where 
they come from. No question of why they’re there— no question of who, or where they were 
given to him. He doesn’t even ask the dreaded question of are you okay because Kyle is 
pretty damn sure that, if he were to be asked that, he would either shut down again or 
completely fall apart. 


“Please,” Kyle says. 


Clyde stands up and holds out a hand to help Kyle, but Kyle dismisses the hand and pushes 
himself up using the windowsill. As they leave the hospital room, Kyle hugs himself. He 
feels exposed, for some reason. Even though he’s fully clothed, in multiple layers. He feels as 
naked as the day he was born. Fearful and cold, nausea sits in his stomach like a rock. He 
wants to go home. But he doesn’t want to go to his house. He just wants to go home. 


Past the nurse’s station, down the hall, through the doors and to the left. Clyde peeks in first, 
checking to make sure the coast is clear before holding the door open for Kyle to enter. Kyle 
does. 


This is the bathroom that Kyle threw up in that one time. The one he came to the day after 
Stan was brought here. He pinpoints the stall where he got rid of the latkes. He remembers 
almost passing out. He remembers being unable to breathe. 


The sinks look the same here as they do at school, if not a little less broken. And they have 
automatic paper towel dispensers here, and automatic soap and automatic hand dryers, too. 
And automatic-automatic-automatic everything. Kyle gets the abrupt urge to make himself 


throw up. Naturally, his fingers make their way up to his mouth, but he stops them just before 
he pushes them past his lips. He bites on his tongue and forces his hands into his pockets. 


“Do you wanna do this sitting, or...?” asks Clyde. Kyle doesn’t see anywhere to sit, and he 
definitely doesn’t feel comfortable sitting down and running the risk of wincing in front of 
Clyde. If that’s not a tell, he doesn’t know what is. So he stands in front of one of the sinks, 
turning so his lower back presses into it, and waits for Clyde to do whatever it is he’s going to 
do. 


Clyde nods and approaches, allowing a couple feet of space between them at first. Clyde digs 
his hand into his pocket and removes the nude lipstick and one of those handheld foundation- 
mirror-combination booklets. They’re small, both able to be hidden with ease— especially 
with how big the pockets in the letterman jacket are. Clyde steps just close enough so he can 
reach with ease, and that’s it. He doesn’t encroach on Kyle’s space like Dad did. It’s like 
Clyde knows how close Kyle is comfortable with. Like he has a sixth sense or something. It’s 
weird. 


Really, really weird. 
Like he’s done this before. 


“Up and to the left, please,” Clyde says cheerfully. Kyle nods and obeys, hesitantly lifting his 
head so Clyde has access. It doesn’t take long for Clyde to start. The pressure on Kyle’s neck 


Kyle’s heartbeat rises in his chest and he squeezes his eyes shut against the visuals. He 
pushes a weak, trembling hand against Clyde’s chest. 


“Stop,” he whispers, hoarse, and he prepares to repeat it but before he can, as soon as Kyle 
says stop, Clyde stops. He pulls away and gives Kyle space, hands in the air, palms facing 
out, a display that he’s harmless. It fucks with Kyle’s head. 


“Okay,” Clyde says. His smile is soft. His tone is softer. He’s soothing. “It’s okay. Let me 
know when you’re ready. I’m right here.” 


Taking a moment, Kyle breathes. It’s hard to get a fulfilling breath in, but he tries to inhale 
and exhale through it. He’s cold without feeling temperature; shivering on the inside and the 
outside. He’s shivering. No, not shivering, he’s shaking. Like the adrenaline has finally 
caught up with him and it’s hitting him. In this hospital bathroom, in the same one where he 
made himself throw up and almost passed out, when he’s getting hickeys covered up by 
Clyde, it’s hitting him. 


It gets harder to breathe. 


He keeps thinking about it. Keeps seeing it in his head. Over and over like a mantra, but 
something visual. And he can feel it. There’s no noise to it. He mostly just sees the 
movement. Feels the movement. The in-out. One-two. One-two. One-two. It matches his 
heart. The thought of anything matching that— the thought of that matching anything— Kyle 
feels like he’s going to throw up. 


“Hey,” says Clyde. The fact that Kyle is in the bathroom comes back to him. For a moment 
he could have sworn he was just stuck in this... vat, this— vacuum with nothing but the— 
“Hey, can you hear me?” 


Kyle blinks himself back. He looks around the bathroom. He sees a corner and remembers 
the time he was shoved into one. Times. Plural. It’s happened multiple times. 


“Can you look at me, please?” 
Question. Can he? Yes. Kyle looks at Clyde. Clyde smiles. 
“Do you know where you are?” 


That’s a stupid question. Of course Kyle knows where he is. Logically, he knows where he is. 
But whether that place is truly where he is is... complicated. He doesn’t know in what 
manner Clyde means. Mentally, he’s stuck in this limbo of there and everywhere. Physically, 
though, he’s... “Here.” 


Clyde blinks. “I mean, you’re not wrong,” he says. ““Where’s here, though? Like... the 
bathroom? The hospital? Or... somewhere else?” 


Yes. To all of the above. Kyle only shakes his head and says, “Hospital bathroom.” 


“Coolio, bro,” Clyde says. And Kyle is abruptly aware of the fact that Clyde says the word 
“bro” a lot. It probably rivals the amount that Stan says “dude”. Or Kyle himself says “dude”. 
Because, he’ll admit, he says “dude” a lot. But so does Kenny. 


“You say ‘bro’ a lot,” Kyle says. Clyde laughs. 


“Oh, you got no idea!” says Clyde. “Trust me, I get in sooo much trouble, Craig is always 
harping me about it. ‘Stop saying bro, bro’, he says that. But sometimes he comes up with the 
best bro-material! I swear, he’s a closeted bro-mancer.” 


Staring, Kyle wonders if Clyde even knows what “bromance” means. “That’s not what the 
word ‘bromance’ means,” Kyle says. Clyde quickly shakes his head. 


“No! I mean, like, not bromance but, like... a bro-mancer,” says Clyde. “Yanno, like... yanno 
how a necromancer is a thing? It’s like that, but... with bros.” 


Kyle can’t help it. He makes a face, looks at Clyde like he’s gone mad— and, at this point, 
Kyle is starting to wonder if this guy has gone mad. “That’s... the stupidest thing I’ve ever 
heard,” Kyle says, but he’s smiling. Which is a bad thing, because that only encourages 
Clyde. 


“Uh! ‘Scuse you, don’t knock it ‘til you try it, bro-seph,” Clyde says. He steps closer, and 
Kyle lifts his head again automatically. Clyde slowly, gently starts applying makeup to the 


hickeys. “Come on, man, try it out. Come up with a bro-mance.” 


“This is dumb,” Kyle says. 


“Nope, it’s fun, I swear. Come on, just one.” 


Kyle sighs, but gives in nonetheless. He furrows his brows as he tries to think of one. “Uh... 
bro...meo.” 


“Bro-meo, that’s solid,” says Clyde. “Hmm... bro-tato. Okay, your turn.” 
“Bro-tato? The hell is a bro-tato?” 

“The better question is: what isn t a bro-tato? Your turn.” 

“Jeez, I don’t know,” says Kyle. He rolls his eyes. “Sweet bro-tato?” 


“Nope, doesn’t count,” Clyde replies. “Since I already said bro-tato, and bro-tatoes and sweet 
bro-tatoes are basically the same thing.” 


“You're inherently wrong, but whatever,” Kyle says. He tries not to think about the makeup. 
He makes a humming noise under his breath. This is harder than he thought it’d be. “Bro... 
uh... Com-bro-nation?” 


That gets Clyde to laugh, loud. “Hell yeah, now we’re talking!” he says. “I combat your com- 
bro-nation with one of my bro-wn.” 


Clyde pauses. Kyle would face-palm if that wouldn’t fuck up the makeup. Instead, he rolls 
his eyes. “Now that’s just stupid.” 


“Fine, fine,” Clyde says. “How about this: Bro-seidon, God of the bro-cean.” 
Kyle can’t help the laugh that escapes his lips. “Dude, what? How did you come with that?” 


Clyde only says, “Less questions more bro-mances!” which gets Kyle to start thinking about 
where Clyde might have really gotten that from. 


“Craig came up with that one, didn’t he?” Kyle says. Clyde makes a weird noise that sounds 
like a mix of a dog-bark and Clyde choking on his own spit. 


“Nope, that was all me!” Clyde says, but that’s so obviously a lie it almost hurts. Kyle laughs 
again, and Clyde nudges him in the shoulder. “Shut up, man! You’re delaying your turn!” 


“T’m not,” says Kyle. “Okay, um... Bro-xygen.” 
“Bro-xygen?” 


“Yeah,” says Kyle. “Because oxygen is a diatomic element, so it’s always got a... bro, or 
whatever.” 


Clyde whistles. “Right you are, my chemistry-loving friend.” 


“Alright, alright. What’s your ‘bro-mance’?” 


“Good question,” says Clyde. He adds the finishing touches of the makeup on the final 
hickey and then steps back, beginning to pack up the two objects. He pockets them. Kyle 
watches Clyde’s face contort in thought. “Bro, bro, bro... oh! Car-bro-n di-bro-xide.” 


“That’s a stretch,” Kyle says. 
“It’s only a stretch if you say it’s a stretch.” 
“And I said it’s a stretch.” 


Clyde blinks, like he’s not entirely sure of how to take that. Eventually, he shakes himself 
free of it and points to Kyle— with both hands, finger-gun style. “Your turn, bro-chacho.” 


After a moment of silence, Kyle says, “I don’t know if I can think of any more.” 


“Dude, you totally can,” says Clyde. “C’mon, just try. I got, like, ten more up my sleeve, and 
I wanna get to them.” 


Sighing heavily, Kyle settles back against the sink and crosses his arms over his chest. What 
other words can be transformed into bro puns? “Umm... bro-tein.” 


“Bro-ccoli,” Clyde says, not missing a beat. Kyle makes a face. 

“That sounds like a disease.” 

Clyde grins. “A cool disease!” 

“No,” says Kyle. “Not a cool disease. When have any diseases ever been cool?” 
“You're harshing my vi-bro-tions.” 


“Maybe your vi-bro-tions needs to be harshed— oh.” The pun hits Kyle a little too late. He 
blinks. “Jesus, man, you’re way too good at that.” 


“I have good genes for bro-mancing,” says Clyde. “But I’m pretty sure you do, too.” 
“What?” asks Kyle. “What makes you say that?” 


“Your last name, bro,” says Clyde. “You literally come from a line of automatic bro-mances. 
I mean, come on— Bro-flovski? It’s meant to be.” 


Kyle stares at Clyde, completely shocked at just how ridiculous this conversation actually is. 
“Alright,” he says after a long pause, pushing himself away from the sink. “I’m leaving.” 


“Whaaat?” Clyde replies. Kyle exits the bathroom and steps into the hallway. Clyde follows. 
“But we just got started...” 


Kyle stops walking. He stares out, at the hallway, the empty and foreboding maze of the 
building before him. It’s exactly the same as it always is, but it’s... open. It feels open. Kyle 
feels exposed. He grabs the sides of his jacket and tugs them tight, as tight as he possibly can, 


around himself. He fights the strange urge to hole himself back up in the bathroom— to make 
a barricade somehow, maybe with the trashcans or something. He finds himself fighting back 
the sudden, almost inescapable urge that rises in his throat like a tickle, like the precursor of a 
cough. He wants to make himself throw up. 


He clenches his hands, curls his fingers tighter in the fabric of the sides of his jacket. Clyde is 
standing next to him at this point, and just as he had to avoid the urge before— just as he had 
to stave it off— he has to make sure he doesn’t make a movement that can be so much as 
construed in the manner of him... regularly Getting It Out. 


The question comes to his mind: why does he feel safer in the bathroom than this alcove? 
Why, when Eric has done most of his bullshit in the bathrooms at school, does this bathroom 
feel like a safe-haven? Why, when Kyle loses control at the mere knowledge that a bathroom 
is nearby, why does he feel most comfortable there? 


“Do you wanna go back?” Clyde asks, his voice breaking the silence. Kyle glances over. 
Clyde doesn’t say anything else for a moment. His big, chestnut brown doe-eyes look at 
Kyle, and Kyle feels suddenly caught-off guard. It’s a little scary, the similarities between 
Clyde and Eric. In the panic, he tries to find all of the differences. 


Eric’s much bigger than Clyde. In fact, in some lights, Clyde looks a little hollowed-out. 


Clyde’s features are cute-round, a little like Stan in middle school. The flesh beneath Clyde’s 
jaw is slightly fuller than the flesh anywhere else on his face, like he has yet to completely 
shed the baby fat. Eric’s face is just overweight-round. 


Clyde wears the letterman jacket because he earned it, and Eric wears his letterman jacket 
because he wishes he’d earned it. 


Kyle scans the jacket and wonders. He usually doesn’t put much thought into people who 
wear the jacket— they either play a sport or partake in an extracurricular activity of some 
sort. Kyle lettered in speech and debate, but he never actually went through with buying a 
school-supplied jacket to iron his letters on. He never found it personally appealing— and 
odds were, he’d just stuff it in his closet and forget about it. It wasn’t important to him. 


But to some people, it is important. Eric, for example— he went to lengths to attain a jacket 
from a senior who didn’t give a shit about letters. That’s a crap example, though, because 
Eric wanted it for all the wrong reasons. 


Stan wanted his letter, and he bought his jacket in anticipation of when he would eventually 
get that letter. And he got it. Just barely, but he got it— and he wore it proudly for as long as 
he was able. But then he was kicked off the team, and something changed. Stan put away the 
jacket for good. 


Kyle asked about it, once. And Stan had mumbled something about “being a disgrace” and 
that had been all. 


The timeline gets a little muddled, from then on. Stan was almost always high in freshman 
year and throughout a solid portion of the rest of his high school career. But Kyle can’t 


remember if that was seriously when he started going downhill, or if he’d actually started 
going downhill when he was still on the team. He’d never really gone uphill. The best years 
Kyle can remember for Stan might have been middle school. But then he started smoking 
weed, and... well, Kyle still doesn’t really know how Stan’s marijuana use began. 


It kind of just feels like it... started, one day. 


“Kyle?” asks Clyde. Kyle snaps out of his daze. Clyde’s expression has begun to fall into 
concern. Unwilling to face such a look, Kyle shakes his head and asks the thing he’d been 
contemplating throughout most of his daydreaming. 


“Are you still on the football team?” Kyle asks. 


Clyde’s jaw twitches, like he’s biting down on nothing. He doesn’t look mad, though— just 
tense. A little caught-off guard, the term might be. Kyle’s brows naturally twitch down in 
curiosity. Clyde blinks hard, swallows, and turns his eyes to the hallway. Just for a second. A 
one-two beat, and then Clyde turns right back to Kyle, classic grin plastered on his face. 
“Nope,” he says. “Haven’t been on for a while.” 


This is news to him, though Kyle can’t really pinpoint why. He guesses Clyde always just 
kind of exuded this “football player” vibe— similar to Stan, but a little more hardcore. 
Maybe it was the jacket... “Why’d you quit?” asks Kyle, though that’s both a presumptuous 
question and an insensitive one. If Clyde exudes “football player’, then maybe that’s how he 
wants to be seen— and, furthermore, maybe he didn’t quit, and maybe he was kicked off. 
Kyle can’t imagine why he would be, though. There’s no way that Clyde actually... 


And then Kyle remembers. Clyde is friends with Craig, and Craig is a drug dealer. Who did 
Kyle go to so he could get information on Craig’s drug business? Clyde. And Clyde had that 
information. He handed it over— the phone number. And while Clyde had never outright 
stated that he buys from Craig, the natural and blase nature in which he replied was enough to 
infer something of the sort. 


Kyle is so caught-up in the realization, that he almost misses it when Clyde starts to talk. 


“Oh, yanno,” says Clyde, grin never so much as faltering. He rubs the back of his neck, 
scratches at the back of his head with the same hand. “I just had some family stuff to take 
care of.” 


Family stuff. And immediately, because apparently he has lost his filter, Kyle asks, “Did you 
get kicked off for weed, too?” 


That makes Clyde’s expression stumble. His grin twitches, and it looks visibly more forced. 
Just as it falls for good, he looks away again, rubbing at his mouth and chin with his right 
hand. He perches his left hand on his hip. “No,” he says. “I quit because I was—...” 


It falls silent. Clyde inhales, begins again, like he’s correcting himself. 


“I quit because I am—” but he cuts off again. It was a correction, sure, but it’s obviously still 
a sore spot for him. Kyle feels the tug of guilt deep in his chest. Clyde works through 


something, a barrier— he definitely doesn’t want to talk about it. It’s so blatant that Kyle 
assumes Clyde would just get the hint that he could just drop it, but apparently he doesn’t get 
the hint. “I— I got, uh...” 


“Dude,” Kyle says, interrupting before Clyde can speak again. Clyde looks over. “If you 
don’t want to talk about it, it’s fine, I understand. We don’t have to talk about it, I’m not that 
much of a dick.” 


The relief on Clyde’s face is almost infinitesimal, but it’s there. His grin comes back, and his 
hands drop by his sides before eventually sliding into the pockets of that letterman jacket. 
Their conversation now over, they turn ahead and stare out into the empty hallway. It’s not a 
moment later that Clyde repeats the question, “Do you wanna go back?” and Kyle nods. They 
go back. 


Dad is standing outside the room, appearing vaguely worried. He has his phone out, and he’s 
looking at the screen of it. Kyle feels a little confused. He digs into his pockets— both of 
them— only to find that he didn’t bring his phone. He thought he had, but apparently it’s still 
at home. In his room. On the dresser. Where he never should have left it in the first place, 
where it could never have saved him even if he wanted it to— even though he really wanted 
it to. 


Kyle swallows down nausea and takes another few steps forward, stopping in front of his 
father. The concern, the worry— it melts into a weird version of that mixed with anger. 
Frustration. A distrustful, “Where were you?” that Kyle flinches under the weight of. Without 
thinking, Kyle hugs himself tighter. He silently wishes that he’d waited another minute by the 
bathrooms. Even better, he silently wishes he could disappear. 


“I, uh—” Kyle’s words get caught in his throat, though, and he doesn’t know what he could 
possibly say to make this situation any better even if he were physically capable of making 
noise. Fortunately, he doesn’t have to. Clyde steps in, grin still wide and unfaltering and... 
sturdy. Kyle watches as he takes lead. 


“Sorry, sir,” Clyde says. “Kyle and I stepped away for a bit, he just needed some air.” 


Dad doesn’t look convinced, which makes Kyle a bit more anxious. The look that Dad gives 
the two of them is unsure, but finally— finally— he settles a little. He turns off his phone 
after giving it one more look, and pockets it. “Okay,” says Dad. “It’s fine, I understand. Just 
— don’t disappear like that again, okay? And respond to me when I text you. It’s okay to 
miss a call or two when we’re at home, but out and about like this? Kyle, you know better.” 


“Sorry,” Kyle says. His voice cracks on the word. “I— I didn’t mean— I just—” 


Kyle inhales. He needs a second. Dad reminds him of home and home reminds him of Eric. 
Of everything else, too. He needs a second. He glances away, looks into Stan’s hospital room. 
He wonders. He thinks. He knows it’s lonely in there. It must be lonely in there. But he 
doesn’t know if Stan is conscious enough, in any form, at any level, to know he’s alone. 
Either way, it gives Kyle a bad taste in his mouth. It makes him uncomfortable. It makes the 
tug-pull-yank of guilt grow stronger. It makes the tickle in the back of his throat worsen. 


“I forgot my phone,” Kyle says. “At home, on— on my dresser, I think. I forgot it.” 


Dad is visibly much more relaxed. Or maybe the concern has simply outweighed the anger, at 
this point. “Try not to forget it,” says Dad, and that’s all he says on the matter before he drops 
it for the night. Kyle appreciates it. He really does. He glances over at Clyde, feeling 
uncomfortable at the fact that he was standing there through the whole exchange. But Clyde 
still hasn’t lost that happy grin. He looks as cheerful, as joyful, as pleased as ever. 


And then, completely catching Kyle off-guard, Clyde offers a hand out to Kyle’s Dad and 
says, “My name is Clyde Donovan, I don’t believe we’ve met.” 


Is Clyde... seriously introducing himself? Kyle is pretty sure Dad knows who Clyde is. South 
Park is a small town. It’s not exactly difficult to remember all the neighborhood kids who 
grew up with your son. Even so, Dad politely returns the gesture and they shake hands. “I 
know who you are,” Dad says, perhaps a little bluntly, but they both pull away without it 
seeming awkward, and Kyle has no idea how the hell they manage that. 


“Right, sorry,” says Clyde. He knocks on the side of his head. “I have a terrible memory! If it 
didn’t happen yesterday, it didn’t happen at all, yanno?” 


Dad chuckles. “Tell me about it,” he says. “If you think you have a bad memory now, just 
wait until you’re old.” 


“Oh, I’m not getting old,” says Clyde. “I’m just gonna stop aging at twenty-seven, PI be 
immortal. I’ve decided already.” 


“Not a bad decision...” 


As Dad and Clyde have a moment, Kyle silently dismisses himself from the conversation and 
slips into Stan’s room. It’s still just as dark, if not even more so now that it’s later in the 
evening, but Kyle feels a little lighter and he can see a little clearer. He walks right up to 
Stan’s bedside, and doesn’t hesitate in sitting down next to him. He’s not concerned about 
doing something wrong, now that it’s just them. 


He wants to say things. Kyle really wants to say things. He wants to curl up with him, tell 
him everything that’s happened. More than anything, though, he wants Stan to be there. He 
wants Stan to be able to respond. Knowing such a thing is impossible right now, Kyle settles. 
He slips his hand under Stan’s own and tugs it into his lap. Spreads the pad of his thumb over 
the back of Stan’s hand, rubs, laces their fingers together... 


A dam breaks. 


“I’m sorry,” he whispers, almost inaudible in all the background noise. The beeping, the 
whirring. Even the dark seems to have a noise. A strange ringing still settles in Kyle’s ears, 
now that he’s in such a still room. The guilt rips his heart out. He swallows. “I’m sorry, I— I 
did something bad, I...” 


Kyle breathes. 


“But I’m never doing it again,” Kyle says. “I won’t let it happen ever again. I swear to you, I 
won’t.” 


With his free hand, Kyle brushes the side of his thumb against Stan’s jaw. It’s difficult, and 
brief, but he manages. He stands and presses his forehead to Stan’s, holding his breath, afraid 
that he’ll contaminate Stan somehow. 


“Wake up,” Kyle says. A plea more than it is a command, he says it again, “Wake up.” 


But Stan doesn’t wake up, and Dad peeks in and tells him they have to go. Reluctantly, Kyle 
pulls away from Stan. He tries to leave a lingering brush on Stan’s leg, but he doesn’t know if 
it will ever translate. He exits the room with his father, and as they exit, they pass Clyde 
talking with one of the nurses. Clyde waves Kyle a heartfelt, pleasant goodbye, and Kyle 
briefly returns the wave, faking a smile. 


Getting into the car after having been standing for a while is weird. Kyle almost forgot about 
it. Sure, it’d been strange to walk at first— but now, after it all, after it’s settled and hit him 
the way it did earlier... he feels both worse and better. Worse, because he can actually feel 
again— and better, because he can actually feel again. He thinks that’s a step in the right 
direction— even if most of him would rather not feel at all. 


His brain keeps going back to it. In the silence, his head keeps looping through. Keeps 
finding ways he could have done better to defend himself. Places he could have forced Eric 
away. He sees escape routes and he wonders if he really had to do what he thought he had to 
do. He knows he didn’t. He knows. And he tries to tell himself, to assure himself, that he’d 
done what he had to do. That it’s over now, that he shouldn’t be bothered by something that’s 
already over, but he can’t help it. 


The more he thinks about it, the more the buzzing comes back. And that moment, that 
irrefutable definitive moment of normalcy he’d had in the hospital... 


The tickle in his throat, it returns. He presses two fingers against his mouth, teases at his lips 
with the pads of them. He wants to do it so bad, but they’re in the car. They’re driving. And 
the motion of the car is making him a little nauseous. If he makes one wrong move, it’s 
entirely possible that he’s going to throw up all over this car. Half of him thinks that’s 
absolutely mortifying— but the other half of him doesn’t give a fucking damn. 


The threat of mortification wins. Kyle clenches his fist, lowers his hand to his lap... 


But he has to move. He has to do something. He tries bouncing his leg for a bit, but it doesn’t 
scratch the itch. And his arm, he feels it shift— move. The fabric. Under the fabric. He 
recalls the bugs. He scratches at the scars, at the bugs, wriggling and writhing beneath the 
skin of his forearm. It gets worse. He’s being too gentle. He digs in— 


Dad’s hand grabs his wrist and forces him to stop. They’re at an intersection, the light is red, 
and Kyle knows Dad knows. Kyle doesn’t know exactly what Dad knows, but Kyle knows 
that his father knows something. Dad definitely knows about the bugs. Kyle hopes that’s it, 
but he also has a weird, itching (itching scratching picking) feeling that Dad knows about the 


tickle in the back of Kyle’s throat, too. Fortunately, he doesn’t mention it. He just keeps his 
hold on Kyle’s wrist and watches the light. 


Kyle stares out the passenger’s side window. 


“Alright,” Dad says, firmly. The nausea in Kyle’s stomach rises. It tenses his chest. He 
swallows it down, just in time for his father to say, “I know you’re sexually active.” 


Kyle wants to scream. He thinks he almost does, but he manages to keep it together. The 
tickle in his throat is at the worst it has been all night. He wonders if he could get Dad to pull 
over again. If he could get out and hide behind a tree and just make quick work of making 
himself feel better. But he doesn’t. He can’t. Dad would know— Dad knows about the fact 
that Kyle has been making himself throw up, and while he doesn’t know the real reason 
behind it, he does know. “No,” Kyle says, but it’s hardly above a mumble. Dad hears it, 
anyway. 


“That’s a lie,” Dad says. “Kyle, I’m not mad, I just want to know you’re... being safe about 
it.” 


“Stop,” Kyle whispers. 


“Do you need me to buy you condoms?” Dad asks. Kyle’s chest hurts. He feels crushed (he is 
crushed it pinches at his rib, at his right rib, it stings and burns like a prick, like a needle 
forcing its way into his lung). 


“T’m not,” Kyle mutters. 


“Don’t,” Dad says. “I saw the hickeys, I’m not blind. They’re noticeable. So, do you need me 
to buy you condoms?” 


“No,” Kyle chokes out. “I’m not sexually active, I’m not, /’m not.” 
“Kyle—” 


“T’m never doing it again,” Kyle interrupts. “I’m never, ever, ever going to do it again, not 
ever.” 


“Okay—” 


But Kyle just keeps going. “Don’t buy me condoms, I don’t need them, I don’t want them.” 
As he speaks, he fights the nausea. He fights the urge to say fuck it and make himself throw 
up. But Dad’s still latched onto his wrist, and Kyle doesn’t have the necessary leverage to do 
it with his other hand. He knows he could easily pull away, but at the same time, it never 
occurs to him that he has the option. “I’m never doing it again, it was terrible.” 


There’s a moment of complete silence. Kyle doesn’t know when they started officially 
driving again, but they have. He watches as they progress down the highway. Dad clears his 
throat. “It was terrible?” he asks, but Kyle’s not going to answer that, and it’s a certainty that 
his father knows that. “Well... jeez, I didn’t expect to hear that.” 


“What'd you expect to hear?” 
“I don’t know,” Dad says. “But definitely not that.” 


Driving. Lights. Kyle thinks he sees a deer, but he also thinks he sees Eric’s car, so he’s pretty 
sure he’s just seeing things. He closes his eyes and rests his forehead against the passenger’s 
side window, feeling the bump-bump-bump. 


“Are you... okay?” asks Dad. 


The question makes Kyle’s throat catch. It’s unexpected. Never in a million years did he 
expect to have his father ask him if he’s okay during a conversation about sex. Granted, it’s 
warranted— but Dad doesn’t know the details. All Kyle said was it was terrible. Does that 
translate into I’m not okay all of a sudden? “Why wouldn’t I be okay?” Kyle asks. 


“Sex isn’t supposed to be terrible,” Dad says, and Kyle really wants this conversation to be 
over now. He never should have said anything. He never should have spoken up. He should 
have just sat there, silently, staring out the window. Kyle decides to do that for the rest of the 
car trip. He’s good at sitting silently. He’s good at ignoring. And, if he ignores it, then Dad 
will forget about it. They can both pretend this entire thing never happened, and everything 
can go back to the horrific “normal” that it’s been... “If it’s terrible, that means something 
went wrong, and something going wrong during sex can be very, very bad.” 


Bump-bump-bump-bump— feel the way the car moves, driving down the highway, getting 
closer to the neighborhood with the lights on the houses, Kyle can see them. He sees the 
moon and he almost doesn’t listen to Dad’s words. They render somewhere in the back of his 
head but he doesn’t think about them. They linger but they don’t... stay. Like a ghost of a 
memory of something he’s supposed to keep in the back of his head, but he forgot. A list of 
words he needs to recall for a test, but completely fucked up. 


“Did something go wrong?” Dad asks. And when he gets no response, he prods further. “... 
were you... forced, to do something you didn’t want to do?” 


“No,” says Kyle, like that will make The Thing That Happened not have happened. The 
scenery, as it passes, grows less and less distinct and more and more vivid at the same time. 
Eventually, his eyes stop seeing what’s outside the window and instead his attention latches 
onto a mark on the windshield. He doesn’t know when he stopped staring out the passenger’s 
window, exactly— he just knows it happened. It’s happening. After a pause that’s long 
enough— long enough that it’s questionable whether what Kyle says next is even related to 
the conversation at hand—, Kyle mutters, “I don’t think I’m gay.” 


“Oh,” says Dad. And that’s it. Just ‘oh’. 


Dad drops it. Like the confession of, “I don’t think I’m gay” is more than enough information 
to figure out why Kyle thought the sex was terrible. And that’s good. Kyle wants that 
assumption to be made. The it was bad because I’m not gay instead of the it was bad because 


They pull into the neighborhood. The streets are more complicated than Kyle remembers; he 
tries to map his way out but after losing the energy and drive to do so, Kyle simply closes his 
eyes. He feels the slight rise-up as the car turns up the driveway to their house, and when the 
car shuts off, Kyle knows he has to get out now. So he does. He forces his eyes open, which 
is more of a chore than it should be. He pushes the car door open, half expecting to freeze 
like he has a few times before, but he doesn’t. He’s okay. 


Dad leads the way into the house, which Kyle doesn’t mind. He finds he likes being able to 
lag behind— to scope things out, so to speak, to not feel that weird tingling that happens 
when someone’s behind him. He can see more when he has his attention to the backs of the 
people he’s with. But at the same time, there’s this pull, this tug that tells him he needs to be 
in the front of the group so if Eric comes back he’s not in immediate danger. 


Kyle kicks off his shoes and takes off his jacket. He drops it on the ground. He doesn’t care 

where it goes, and he doesn’t care to look. Dad says something about hanging it up properly, 
but Kyle is much too distracted to listen. Kyle thinks he replies with something about being 

tired and going to bed but he’s too distracted to even listen to himself: 


So of course he doesn’t hear whatever it is that Dad answers with, if he even answered with 
anything. He busies himself with the frays in the carpet and the things in his skin, the bugs 
[wrigglingsquirmingdiggingburrowing]|. He opens the bathroom door and flicks on the light 
and doesn’t do anything other than get ready for bed. Even if he does brush his teeth a little 
too hard, and scrub his hands a few times more than normal after using the bathroom. Even if 
he uses twice the amount of soap and still doesn’t feel half as clean. Even when he hates the 
taste of his own mouth enough to realize he needs to brush his teeth again (he thinks he can 
taste Eric, still, in the crevices of his mouth). 


After it all, Kyle walks into his room and crawls into bed, even though what he’s dressed in 
now isn’t exactly perfectly comfortable for sleeping. He doesn’t care. 


The lights are off. He tosses and turns, rolls this way and that, trying to find a position that’s 
comfortable. When he finds himself on his back, he quickly rolls onto one side or the other. 
He will not sleep on his back. He sees it when he lays like that. And he sees the ceiling, and 
he sees the patterns in the ceiling, and he sees eyes look down at him from that ceiling and he 
sees the Challah and he cant breathe. 


And his skin is thick. It’s thick and sticking and his hair is horrible, it’s horrible, he’s covered 
in putrid, disgusting, slimy concentrates. They ooze into his pores even though he doesn’t 
know their source. He rolls until he stares at the wall, curled up on his side with his eyes wide 
open and his hands digging into the material of his pillow. He kicks his blanket off because 
it’s too hot. But then he’s bare, exposed. He fears the window. 


He gets up, locks-unlocks-locks-unlocks-locks-unlocks-locks (checks one-two-three-four- 
five) until he knows it’s locked. He yanks his curtains closed, then crawls back into bed. He 
tugs the covers up so he’s safe. He keeps them under his chin (he smells him, smells the musk 
the cologne the mix the weed). He pushes the blanket down so it doesn’t suffocate him. 


He sees stains. They dance over his vision. He closes his eyes, tries to sleep, but that makes it 
worse. The stains morph into images he remembers from The Thing That Happened and he 


refuses to be so weak that he relives it over and over and over again. He already did that, he 
already analyzed it and picked it apart and remembers it well, he thinks, even though he 
doesn’t really know how he got from being pinned beneath Eric with his pants tugged 
partway down his hips to on his knees with Eric grabbing the back of his head, fingers 
threaded through his hair. He doesn’t really know what happened in between that. And he 
doesn’t know how he managed to go from his knees to his stomach, and he doesn’t know 
how or when or why Eric started crying he just feels Eric’s tears dripping onto his face. Just 
sees the Challah on the wall. 


Kyle opens his eyes. Calmly, he decides this simply isn’t working. He’ll stay up a little 
longer, he decides. Maybe do homework. 


But he’s so tired. He’s so-so-so tired and he just wants to sleep. 


So he crawls out of bed and resists the urge to shower. He already showered today. He 
showered really well. But his bed still has Eric in it, the ghost of him, the phantom that he 
can’t get rid of. Kyle still feels the fingers in his hair, the lips on his own— still has the taste 
in his mouth. 


Kyle goes downstairs, rubbing his left eye free of a blurriness that doesn’t seem to want to 
dissipate. 


Did he check his blood sugar before bed... Did he have dinner? No. He didn’t. That’s a 
good excuse for why he’s coming down so late at night (what time is it, anyway? Nine? Ten? 
...did he eat dinner?). 


Dad looks up from his book, where he’s seated on the couch, but Kyle doesn’t acknowledge 
him. 


Kyle needs to check his blood sugar. He needs to eat something if he’s low (throw it up) and 
go to bed. 


He checks his blood sugar. It’s at 94, and it’s a little lower than he’d like it to be before bed. 
He grabs a package of fruit snacks, something he knows he’Il be able to keep down at least 
for the night. Then he can sleep. And then he can throw up in the bushes behind the school or 
something before classes, just so he doesn’t have to walk the halls with a stomach full of 
anything when he’s in such close proximity to Eric. 


But when Kyle crawls back into bed after brushing his teeth (again), he realizes he cannot 
sleep in his bed. As soon as he’s laying down, as soon as he feels the fabric, smells the sheets, 
sees the Challah, he can’t get himself to even close his eyes. 


He gets back out of bed and goes back downstairs. He prepares to encounter Dad on the 
couch again, but he doesn’t. Dad must have gone to the office or gone to bed in the amount of 
time it took Kyle to grab fruit snacks and brush his teeth (was Dad still here when Kyle left 
the kitchen? He can’t remember). 


That just makes this so much easier. 


Kyle grabs a blanket from the little shelf under the coffee table and lays down on the couch. 
He perches a pillow beneath his head. He fixes the blanket over himself and lays down. He’s 
exhausted. 


He doesn’t sleep, but he learns how to Turn Off. 


Which, to him, is basically the same thing. 
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The Lion. 


Chapter Summary 


The lion is set loose. 


Chapter Notes 


This chapter takes place during the events of WADBT Chapter 59: Act IX Scene I and a 
little bit of WADBT Chapter 62: Act IX Scene IV 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


The sun makes noise. Kyle is pretty sure it does, at least. This underwater ringing, sloshing- 
singing in his ears. He spends most of the early morning hours listening to it, losing himself 
in it. The light cutting in from the window reflects throughout the room on every surface it 
possibly can. The landline phone, the coffee table, the television. Kyle’s own skin seems to 
catch the brightest points of it. He observes, acknowledges, and focuses. 


Only when he hears those shuffling footsteps of his brother coming downstairs, does the 
thought of movement cross Kyle’s mind. He doesn’t move, but he thinks about it. He 
contemplates it. Ike hops off of the final step and starts crossing the living room, but stops 
when he catches sight of the couch. More likely, more accurately, catches sight of Kyle. Ike 
stares down at him. Kyle knows he’s being stared at, but he doesn’t react. He stares beyond 
Ike through mostly-closed eyes and allows the light to blur around him. He lets his eyelashes 
cover most of the room. It darkens, like static. 


Kyle assumes Ike knows he’s awake, but he’s mistaken, apparently. He knows this, because 
Ike reaches down and gently shakes his shoulder. Uninspired, Kyle doesn’t react. That just 
spurs Ike to shake him slightly harder, though. It disturbs the creaking in the joints of Kyle’s 
skeleton, and finally, after what must be minutes, Kyle opens his eyes fully and looks up at 
his little brother. 


“What are you doing?” asks Ike. 
“Sleeping,” says Kyle. Ike furrows his brows, frowns, and looks over Kyle’s makeshift bed. 


“You look kinda homeless,” Ike tells him. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’d broken in 
and were squatting here or something.” 


“Thanks,” Kyle says. “Really inspires confidence.” 


Ike defends, “I’m not trying to be mean,” but Kyle doesn’t reply to that and just pushes 
himself up into a sitting position on the couch. Ike takes a step back, like he doesn’t want to 
invade— or maybe because he doesn’t want to be too close. Kyle stretches his arms over his 
head, tries to relieve himself of the stiffness in his muscles, but it does very little other than 
strain the ache. He glances down at himself, at his clothes. He tugs his shirt down more and 
adjusts his pant leg. 


Kyle stands up from the couch and Ike backs up a bit more. Kyle gathers the blanket into his 
arms and fixes the pillows. He turns to make his way upstairs, but Ike stops him before he 
can leave. 


“What are you doing?” and the repetitive nature of the question gets on Kyle’s nerves. It 
lights an anger, deep-seated and fierce, underneath the vacant cauldron of his heart. 


Through gritted teeth, Kyle says, “I’m going to wash it, what the fuck does it look like?” 


Ike is silent. Kyle is, too. Kyle stares at the wall. He searches for the stain on it. He can’t 
figure out why he thinks there’d be a stain there. He thinks something serious or 
embarrassing lays behind that idea, but he can’t put his finger on it. He decides not to push it. 
He doesn’t care enough to figure it out. 


Kyle takes a step. Ike follows the inching pace. Kyle stops. 
“Why do you need to wash it?” asks Ike. “What’d you do in it?” 
“I didn’t do anything in it,” Kyle grumbles. 

“Then why are you washing it?” 

“Because.” 

“That’s not a reason—” 

“Just leave me alone, will you?” 


Kyle doesn’t turn. He doesn’t want to, so he doesn’t. He makes rules that he will not break. 
He has a ritual he needs to perfect— he has a routine and he needs to do it. He needs to get 
clean, needs to fix the fact that his skin is thicker than it should be. He needs to scrape the dirt 
off of his body (even though he has scraped himself raw, it’s not enough, and he begins to 
think that he might never be clean enough). 


Upstairs. Kyle goes upstairs, seething silently. He shoves the blanket into the washer, grabs a 
change of clothes from his room, and locks himself in the bathroom. For the hell of it, he tries 
to Get It Out, but there’s nothing in him to throw up. He strips and steps into the shower, 
where the water ices his skin even though it’s turned up as hot as it can go. 


Annoyance builds in his chest and on his skin. It collects under his hairline, and he scrapes at 
it. He feels the thickness where his clothes touch him. He’s covered in the dead debris. Cells, 
grease, oil— he feels it, all of it, he needs it off of him right now he needs it all off he needs 


to be clean fucking get clean get it off clean him please get it off get it off GET IT OFF GET 
OFF GET OFF GET OFF 


Skin red, eyes burning, seeing red and face tingling, Kyle lowers himself to sit on the floor of 
the shower. He sits under the stream of water, wishes the shower head were big enough to 
completely drench his entire body. He hears nothing other than the numb audio of his own 
wheezing gasps. He’s choking on it, the thickness, the heat, of the air. 


Kyle ducks his head, curls up into a ball with his arms wrapped around his knees. 
Turn Off, he tells himself. Turn Off, Turn Off, Turn Off... 


Kyle remains in the shower until his body obeys the commands of his brain; the fury he’d 
become encompassed with, the terror, the disgusting gross skin-melting shell which his body 
is encased in... it snaps off and he’s distant. He stares at the wall ahead of him, blinking the 
water from his eyes as he calms his breathing and convinces himself to stop scratching at his 
skin— an action he hadn’t realized he’d started. 


He feels a little shaky as he stands, a little weak. He finishes up in the shower with one last 
wash and finally turns off the water. He steps out. He dries off. Mechanical, automatic— he 
thinks of his body as if it’s a machine and nothing more. A car that doesn’t belong to him, 
something that’s just physical and that’s it. He doesn’t know if it helps him feel better, but the 
thoughts are different enough to get him to stop replaying. So he sticks with them. 


Get dressed. 

Brush your teeth. 

Use the bathroom. 

(try to throw up again, if it works— which it doesn’t). 


Kyle finally grabs his phone from his dresser and makes his way downstairs. His eyes hurt 
for some reason. As soon as he reaches the bottom of the steps, he checks the time. He has 
twenty minutes before he has to leave. He doesn’t plan to eat anything, but he knows he 
should. He knows he probably will. It hurts to know that. He grabs his scarf from in the 
closet, wraps it around his neck and adjusts until it covers him up to his jaw. He tugs his 
jacket on, zips up. He readjusts the scarf. 


He’ll have to ask Clyde to help him with makeup again today, probably. The sensation of the 
scarf around Kyle’s neck is choking, suffocating, but he’ll deal until he can fix it at lunch 
today. He thinks he might have to invest in his own products, but at the same time, these 
hickeys can’t last too long... right? He wonders about that, but doesn’t know for sure. He 
doesn’t want to keep thinking about it, anyway. 


Turn Off, he tells himself again. Turn Off. 


He ignores the irritation in his chest. He pretends it’s not there. He fidgets with his zipper and 
grabs his kit from the coffee table. He doesn’t recall putting it there, but he also doesn’t recall 


putting it anywhere else. He makes his way into the kitchen and sits at the table, ignoring Ike 
drinking apple juice and Dad making eggs. 


The kitchen’s atmosphere is thick, like they both know. Then Ike gives Kyle a look, and Kyle 
knows they know. He shrinks further into his seat and unzips his kit, tugging out his 
glucometer and the strips. He goes through the habitual motions of checking his blood sugar. 
90. Kyle cleans up and wonders if he’s going to have to eat the eggs Dad is making. He 
thinks he might just go for some fruit snacks throughout the day to keep his blood sugar up. 
He doesn’t want to have to eat real meals today. He’d like to be able to control something 
completely for once. 


But Kyle knows Dad’s going to make him eat something. And if Dad doesn’t make him eat 
something, Ike certainly will. Kyle decides not to take action for right now. He pockets his kit 
and slouches, resting his chin in his palm and staring at the wall. He thinks he might go to 
school early. He should go to school early, actually. He should. He’s going to do that. 


Kyle pushes himself away from the table and grabs a package of fruit snacks. Opening the 
package, Kyle dumps them into his hand and eats them one at a time. He grabs a couple of 
juice boxes for the day and leaves without a word, ignoring the strange look that Ike is most 
definitely giving him. 


As Kyle pulls on his backpack, Dad calls, “Make yourself a lunch,” from the kitchen. 


“TIl buy something from the cafeteria,” Kyle calls back. He opens the front door and steps 
out of the house. Maybe he shuts the door a little harder than normal. 


Their driveway is icy. Kyle ignores it. He steps on snow patches rather than the clear shine. It 
should start warming up, soon. On the walk to school, he recalls one time when he woke up 
at five forty to find Stan at his front door, mumbling excitedly about how the snow is melting 
and that means we’re this much closer to summer and while Kyle is pretty sure Stan only 
liked that because he’d be able to smoke more often without being bothered, plus the 
definitive lack in school work, Kyle liked the way Stan seemed to light up. 


Kyle doesn’t take the bus. He doesn’t need to— and he’s too early to catch it. There’s nothing 
he wants less than to be in a small, enclosed space with Eric. The thought is enough to get his 
heart to stutter-stop-start in his chest. He readjusts the scarf and continues on. 


He gets to school soon enough. Other students follow him onto the grounds, clumping in 
their groups and cliques. Plenty of people are spotting around and joking and laughing before 
classes start. Kyle keeps his attention on the place he plans to go and how he intends on 
getting there. He gazes at the ground in front of himself, sees the footprints in the snow of 
people who have arrived earlier. 


Just before he gets to the door, someone grabs his shoulder. 
(he smells it the musk the heat the weed) 


Kyle spins around and pushes Eric’s hand off of him. His skin tingles with agitated, 
disgusting, filth-ridden fire that crawls up from his bones and latches onto his throat. Kyle 


instinctively searches for a way out, but he can’t move. He’s left standing a few feet in front 
of the school’s main entrance, staring straight into the dark, beady eyes of Eric. There’s 
something new. The redness of Eric’s cheeks, the distinction of the pallor from that flush and 
the rest of his skin. “Can I talk to you?” Eric asks, but he doesn’t wait for an answer. He just 
grabs Kyle’s forearm and pulls him almost two yards to the left, way too far away from the 
door— or the main populace of the school— for Kyle to be even remotely comfortable. 


Adrenaline. Kyle’s hands shake. He fights Eric’s grasp, pushing it off with a desperate force 
he hadn’t recognized he was capable of. Eric pulls his hands away for the time being, but he’s 
still too close. Looking at Eric’s face is still too raw. He thinks he smells Challah, he thinks 
he smells sweat and weed and he knows he smells bacon. It makes him sick. It makes his 
lungs grip. “What—” Kyle’s voice fails. He inhales, looks around (tree person snow cloud 
bench people people people people peo—) forces out, “What do you want?” 


Eric averts eye contact. Kyle doesn’t try to retrieve it. Hell, he tries his best to tear his own 
eyes away. He counts the different brands of shoes he sees and wonders just how many colors 
human hair can come in. Eric starts talking, and just the sound of his voice is enough to make 
Kyle want more than anything to recoil. “Look, uh... I was just, like... thinking, a lot, about, 
y know, last night.” 


Kyle swallows down a thick wave of nausea. It couples with guilt and self-hatred and pure 
revolt. (He doesn’t remember how he got from laying on his back to on his knees, how did 
that happen? What did he do?) 


“And, like, y’ know, uh, how bad it was.” 


Anger. No, not anger— hatred, fury, lividness. Kyle’s gaze, morphed into a tense glare, 
flashes up to Eric’s face. Eric has his head ducked a little and he keeps glancing side to side, 
like that will do something, like he’s trying to protect himself, like he definitely doesn’t want 
to say what he’s currently saying. An itching, burning, scratching clawing ice-fire of pure, 
unadulterated overwhelming spite goes off like a nuclear bomb in Kyle’s chest. 


“So, uh,” Eric says. “Can we just pretend it didn’t happen?” 

“Pretend it didn’t happen,” Kyle repeats through gritted teeth. Eric nods. 
“Yeah, just, y know,” says Eric. “I can’t sleep, I keep thinking about it?” 
“You keep thinking about it.” 


“Yeah, it’s super messed up,” says Eric. “I thought I wanted it, but I guess I didn’t, and it 
definitely wasn’t any better than the last time I tried, so... lesson learned, won’t do it again.” 


Silence. If Kyle were urged to say something, he would physically be unable to even so much 
as try. It’d be far too much effort to hold back the screaming, roaring lion that snags his vocal 
cords within its paws. But the silence is taken as agreement. Eric meets Kyle’s gaze. Kyle 
feels like his eyes could rip from their sockets at the sheer notion that Eric is the one being 
affected by this, but they don’t. Anatomical possibility gets in the way. Kyle’s body signals 


him to run. It signals him to freeze, and stay frozen, or crumple to the ground. But he doesn’t 
move. He doesn’t do anything. 


Maybe something in Kyle’s eyes says yes. Maybe something looks empathetic, even though 
the only thing apart from hatred and disgust and nausea and hurt is fear. Is panic. The burning 
in his lungs, the slamming of his heart until his entire body is light. The snow is too bright, 
the sky is too white, the trees turn gray and everything else ceases to exist. Eric makes a 
“phew” sound, appearing visibly relieved. “Alright, glad we talked it over and came to an 
understanding,” says Eric, brushing his palms free of absolutely nothing. 


And Kyle speaks. 


“Came to an understanding,” Kyle says. Eric opens his mouth, but no sound comes out. This 
is not the reaction Cartman had been hoping for, no doubt, but Kyle doesn’t give a shit. The 
lion wants to be let loose. The pressure from it all, from Mom from Stan from Kenny from 
Ike from Dad from Eric from everyone from everything from all of it Kyle wants to scream. 
“You think we came to an understanding here?” 


Furrowed brows and a pinched mouth, Eric glances away and then looks back at Kyle. “Um, 
yes. Yes we did. I apologized. We talked it over. No harm no foul.” 


“No harm no foul,” Kyle repeats. He can’t stop it. His thoughts refuse to come in order, they 
jumble— it’s the only way for him to catch up. His breaths come sharper, he gasps a 
wheezing inhale, the volume of which catches Eric visibly off-guard. “No harm? No harm? 
You put my mother in the hospital and that’s no harm?” 


“I put your mother in the hospital?” says Eric, like it’s news. Like it’s unexpected or unknown 
information that Eric was the one behind every illness and every wrong turn in Ma’s health. 
But then Eric’s face softens from the confusion as he realizes exactly what he seems to have 
forgotten— 


And Eric laughs. 


Violently, uncontrollably, a side-splitting laugh that doubles him over. Kyle steps back, 
stumbles against the wall of the school as Eric goes through his fit of despicable comedy. 
When it finally passes a few seconds later, Eric coughs out, “Holy shit! You actually thought 
I was in control of that bitch’s condition?” 


Everything inside of Kyle’s body goes cold. “What do you mean?” he says, but his voice is 
hardly loud enough to be considered a murmur. Eric shakes his head, wipes hysterical tears 


from his eyes. His face is no longer pale, but red from both the cold and the laughing fit. 


“Christ, you really do think I’m some deity, don’t you?” asks Eric. “I’m good, but I’m not 
that good. Fuck, I’m flattered, though, ha! Holy shit!” 


“But you said—” 


“Of course I said that shit!” says Eric. “The opportunity was too good to pass up! Yes, as 
soon as I heard that shit from Kenny, my plan fell right into place. Like it was meant to 


happen! Can you believe it? Don’t answer that, of course you can, because you did! Oh, 
that’s priceless. That’s beautiful.” 


“Kenny?” The freezing cold deepens to a harsh burning, numbing, steaming in his blood. It 

separates and feels like nothing. Kyle’s head goes light and he thinks he might collapse. The 
world becomes nothing but a dizzying mess, tipping this way and that like he’s in the ocean 

with no hopes of seeing solid ground again. 


“Fucking duh! Fuck, people actually think you’re smart?” Eric is beaming. “I’m the real 
genius, here. Even your brother couldn’t live up to me, isn’t that right? Of course it is... fuck, 
I’m awesome.” 


“What information did Kenny give you?” Kyle asks. He doesn’t want to hear the answer, but 
there’s no way to stop himself now. He has questions and he should have asked them weeks 
ago. 


Eric snickers. “Kyle, just how slow are you?” After a brief pause, though, he continues, 
indulging Kyle in his success as he revels in it. Kyle feels sick to his stomach. Eric says the 
rest like Kyle is a child, unable to understand the simplest of terms. “Kenny told me that 
Clyde told him your mom was in the hospital. Didn’t you know they’re close?” 


Eric crosses his fingers and holds them up, waves them in Kyle’s face. 


“They’re like this,” he says. “Tight as brothers, basically, and you know why? You wanna 
know why, Kyle? Because they share some certain... interests.” 


The grin on Eric’s face is horrifying. Like he’s gone insane. 

“No one’s on your side, Kyle,” Eric says. “Or, no one will be... when I’m done with Ike.” 
Everything is different. Everything is gone. 

The air leaves Kyle’s lungs. 

He hardly hears Eric’s words. 

But when they process... 

“Tt’d be so fun to break a genius.” 

The lion is set loose. 


Kyle lets out a dispirited noise, as loud as he can possibly make it. People are staring, they 
must be, but Kyle doesn’t care. He sees red, he sees violent hues that aren’t there, and in a 

spring of action and adrenaline and fear and rage and panic and hurt and nothingness, Kyle 
lunges. 


He throws all of his weight forward, into Eric, the way he should have that very first time in 
the bathroom. 


When Eric doesn’t fall from that alone, Kyle pulls his backpack off from his shoulder and 
swings it at Eric as hard as he can. It collides with Eric’s arm, which Eric had raised to block 
the incoming hit. Kyle drops his backpack into the snow and lunges again. 


Eric falls. Kyle falls on top of him. 
Kyle straddles Eric. 

And hits him. 

Over. 

And over. 

And over. 

And over. 

And over. 

And over. 


Closed fists, no longer feeling the cold. No longer seeing the breaths in the air, the frozen 
particles. Nothing exists. 


The pressure, the pounding, against his knuckles. He feels a scabbed-over scrape break open. 
Little red marks attach to Eric’s jaw. Eric lifts his arms up, protecting his face, trying to. 


Kyle doesn’t care. 

He screams into static static static static. 

“WHAT DID YOU SAY? WHAT THE FUCK DID YOU SAY?” 
Screams until it echoes. 

“Say it again!” 


Kyle drops the heels of his palms as hard as he possibly can down into the center of Eric’s 
meaty chest, feeling inhuman in his own raw strength. 


“I dare you! I dare you, say it again!” 
Power. Control. White heat. Rage. 


Eric’s face, red from budding bruises and blood flow, contorts as he opens his mouth with a 
grin and spits, “I made you do this.” 


Fire. 


Kyle throws the hardest punch yet into Eric’s right cheek. 


“You disgusting fuck!” Kyle shrieks. 


Adrenaline echoes in his bones. Murderous seething. Kyle sees fantasies, the violence of 
them. Stabbing Eric with his own car keys, strangling him to death, beating him until he dies. 
Eric is unbelievably fucking lucky that there is so much snow on the ground or else Kyle 
would grab the sides of his head and slam it down again and again and again on the 
pavement so he could feel the very same fucking way Kyle felt in the parking lot when he fell 
out of the car after— 


His hits slow. He gasps for air, whining loudly, until it keens into a sob. He’s crying. He 
doesn’t care. 


Kyle latches onto the front of Eric’s shirt and wills himself to find the strength to kill this 
monster. Kyle gasps for another round of air, but it’s unsatisfying. 


“I hate you!” Kyle screams. He gathers passion, gathers volume. The lion roars. “Why 
couldn’t you have tried instead? Why couldn’t YOU HAVE TRIED TO KILL YOURSELF, 
YOU FAT PIECE OF SHIT!” 


If it weren’t for Eric, if it weren’t for the challenges, for the tasks, for the fact that Eric tore 
Kyle and Stan apart, Stan would still be perfectly fine. 


Kyle throws his hands down into more hits. They don’t feel as strong. He pants, unable to get 
enough air in his lungs. His vision peppers. 


Students have surrounded them in a circle. They shout “Fight! Fight! Fight!” 
Raw and on display, Kyle sobs. His nose burns with the onset of violent tears. 
“Fight! Fight! Fight!” 

But he can’t. 

He doesn’t have it in him anymore. 

Eric has had enough. 

Eric throws Kyle off of himself. 

Kyle lands in the snow. Air escapes his already-empty lungs. 

Eric crawls on top of Kyle. 

Hands wrap tightly, so tightly, around Kyle’s wrists. 

Kyle doesn’t have it in him anymore. 


Eric is speaking, but Kyle can’t hear any of it. He’s underwater, a thousand miles away. He’s 
in the depths. He’s in Stan’s bedroom fighting over weed. He’s in Stan’s bedroom making 
out. He’s on Stan’s couch pondering if lungs can be considered bubbles. He’s in Stan’s 


kitchen talking about mango and eating unsalted tortilla chips. He’s in Stan’s lap asking to be 
fucked. 


Stan’s in his lap crying violently in his shirt, grabbing him for dear life and whimpering about 
how everything has changed, everything has changed, everything has changed. 


Kyle is rubbing Stan’s back, rubbing Stan’s shoulder, petting his hair and soothing him softly 
with a mind half gone on weed. Mouth dry, throat parched, the part of Kyle’s consciousness 
still intact is silently taking in how good it feels to protect and comfort. To have control. 


To be okay. 
To be the rock Stan can lean on. To be the shoulder Stan can cry on. 


Movement. Kyle’s physical, real body is jostled. It sparks his memory enough. And even 
though he feels lighter, he recalls being underneath Stan the night they had sex and he 
remembers the way it felt to be so calm, to kiss Stan and melt into it and relax and feel safe 
and good and complete. 


But then it’s Eric. 
One-two. One-two. One-two. 


It matches the beat of his heart. It matches the way the memories hit him. The in-out-in-out- 
in of his breathing. 


Kyle wants comfort. He wants to be the one curled up in Stan’s lap, bawling like a baby for 
no other reason than he’s a little too high and a little too overwhelmed. 


(he doesn’t remember how he got from his back to his knees to his stomach) 
He pretended it was Stan and now that’s always going to be there. 


Kyle tarnished Stan’s image. In self preservation, in an attempt at distancing himself from 
reality, he tarnished Stan’s image, and that was selfish. It was selfish it was selfish it was 
selfish Kyle is selfish he’s selfish selfish selfish. 


Nothing will ever be the same. 

Nothing will ever ever ever be the same. 

Eric had no power. 

No power over Mom, over Stan, over anything. 
He just had control over Kyle. 

It was Kyle. 


It was all Kyle. 


(get off of me! Get off of me right now!) 

(I said I don t want to do this!) 

(but he did it he did it he did it it was him) 
(look at how easily he pushed Eric off) 
(look at hos easy it was to fight back) 
(why didn’t he?) 

(did he want it?) 

(did he want to hurt everyone?) 

(did he want this?) 


The image of Eric’s face. The tears, dripping down onto Kyle’s cheek. The feeling. Did he 
want that? 


The grip on his hips. Did he want that? 

The pulling sensation over his entire body. Did he want that? 

It was Kyle’s fault. All of it, it was all Kyle. 

Someone touches his face. 

It’s a gentle hand. 

The cold comes back. 

The silence of the outdoors. 

Someone rolled Kyle onto his side. Kyle doesn’t know when that happened. 


Kyle’s knuckles hurt. His hands throb. His head is resting on some sort of fabric, and he’s 
staring. He’s staring-staring-staring out, out-out-out. Into white into a parking lot full of cars 
but no one is around, anymore. He’s shivering. 


Staring. 

And suddenly he sees Miss James. 

Miss James lowers herself next to Kyle. 
“Hey,” she says. “Do you wanna get up?” 


Kyle feels safe in the snow. He feels safe in the cold. Shivering like a rabid dog. 


“Let’s get you up, okay?” 


we 


“Your father told me you got into a fight this morning,” Malissa says. Her clipboard rests on 
her lap and she’s very calm. She’s a smiley, happy person. 


Kyle says nothing. Malissa picks up on it. She writes something down. She allows a little bit 
more silence, but then she speaks up again. 


“Kyle, what would be beneficial for you to talk about today?” 
The taste of Challah. The taste of vomit. The tears. Control. 
Kyle turns his attention out the window. He stays silent. 


We 


“How was your appointment?” Dad asks as they walk down the hospital hallway, but Kyle 
wants to be left alone. 


“Can I visit Stan?” he asks. 


Dad isn’t happy with that, but he understands. He makes sure Kyle has his kit in case he 
needs it and makes sure Kyle has a snack in case he needs that, too. Dad tries to hug him, but 
Kyle pulls away. 


Kyle is still bitter that Dad managed to get him in for an appointment today, basically as soon 
as he was picked up from school after the previously stated “fight”. 


Kyle wants to be alone with Stan. 
Kyle walks away without saying goodbye to his father. He doesn’t feel guilt. 


Walking down a hall. Take a right here. Pass through another corridor. Push through the doors 
into the wing and... 


Kenny’s standing outside of Stan’s room. Did he come to visit Stan? Why isn’t he in school 
right now? 


Kyle stops a foot away from Kenny. “What are you—” he begins, but he cuts off. He catches 
a glance inside of the room. 


Stan isn’t alone today. 
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Glutton's Hideout. 


Chapter Summary 


“You’re so thin,” Eric says. “You need to eat.” 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Kyle doesn’t sleep that night. He drifts in and out of lucidity on the couch. He tries to figure 
out how he got from his back to his knees to his stomach, but he can’t. He hasn’t touched his 
bed, and he has no plans to. He doesn’t think he’d be able to handle it. He feels sick to his 
stomach even being in his own room. He doesn’t know for sure, but he thinks that might have 
something to do with the fact that he can’t remember it perfectly. He can’t recall exactly what 
happened. He doubts his own credibility. If he can’t remember it, did it happen? Did he go 
through anything? Is this just regret? 


He asked for it. It’s his fault. 


He’s tired. He’s so tired, but he can’t sleep. When he blinks, it’s like the surfaces of his eyes 
grate on the nerves on the insides of his eyelids. Underneath them are weights, and when he 
brushes his teeth that morning, he sees he’s developing bruise-like dark circles. He doesn’t 
know when they started appearing, but they’re there now. 


Breakfast is hell, but he eats it. 


Dad tries to talk to him. Kyle doesn’t remember what he says. Something about an 
appointment after school on Monday. Something about making appointments at least three 
times a week. Something about something else. A question of how his sugar levels are doing. 
A question of will you be okay on your own? that Kyle answers with a nod because he 
doesn’t want to be anywhere near his dad right now. 


So Dad goes off do so something. Work? Grocery shopping? Something else? Kyle doesn’t 
know. He doesn’t care. It’s just himself and Ike at home, and that’s a lot better, in Kyle’s 
opinion, than himself, Ike, and Dad. It’s better. It’s better. 


Kyle has taken two showers already today but he still doesn’t feel clean enough. He wants to 
take a third, but he’s pretty sure Ike would get worried about it. Maybe Ike thinks the showers 
are excuses for purging. Which, for the most part, they’re not. That’s just an added bonus. 


Dad comes back home and they go to the hospital. It’s emptier today, it seems. As Kyle stalks 
the hallways, he contemplates that idea. It would make sense, he decides. 


It’s Saturday, after all. 


We 


On Sunday, Kyle finds that there’s something appealing about the quiet of the stairwell, so he 
sits on the third step from the bottom and waits for himself to feel better. He rubs his eyes and 
leans to the side, resting his head against the wall. He stares at the front door, from where he 
can see it. He vaguely questions how long Dad has been home, but he quickly finds he cannot 
recall and drops the ask entirely. He closes his eyes for a few minutes, and when he opens 
them, Ike is there. 


Ike wears this worried face, this furrowed-brow, wide-eyed, upset look that digs deep into 
Kyle’s heart and forces him into an echo of the protect mode that he’s used to feeling. It 
seems that everything has been both extremely muffled and extremely vivid at the same time, 
today. 


Ike swallows and worries at the hem of his shirt. He grabs it and wrings it between his fists. 


“Tell me he didn’t,” Ike says. He looks on the verge of breaking down. The protect feeling 
comes back. Stronger. Ike inhales and quickly blurts, “Tell me Eric didn’t do what I think he 
did.” 


Kyle’s breath naturally catches on the direct statement of Cartman’s name. Ike notices it. Of 
course Ike notices it. Ike gets caught up in the details of things. He’s smart. 


And suddenly, Ike looks livid. 


When Ike breathes in, it’s thick. A purposeful intake, something that reminds Kyle of 
Kenny’s natural protectiveness. Ike inhales again, his expression melting with a more intense 
glare. “I’m going to fucking kill him,” Ike says. It’s so strange, hearing his brother cuss and 
growl like that. Without thinking, Kyle straightens up and shakes his head. 


“No, Ike, it’s fine. The only thing Eric did is this,” Kyle says as he gestures to the scars on his 
forearm— though they’re still hidden beneath the cover of Kyle’s sleeve. He never wears 
short sleeves, if he can help it. He doesn’t want Ike to see the numbers so clearly. “That’s it, 
that’s all he did, I swear.” 


If that brings Ike any relief, it’s invisible. For the most part, his anger remains. The 
physicality of it drains ever-so-slightly. Ike clenches his fists, down by his sides. Ike turns his 
head down to face the ground. A moment passes, the only sound being Ike’s breathing as he 
tries to calm from the anger. When Ike looks back up, the breathing seems to have worked. 
Now he just looks sad. 


“Ike, sit down,” Kyle says. He scoots a step down and reaches out. “Come here, okay? It’s 
okay, come here.” 


Ike obeys, sitting down on the step next to Kyle. After a moment of silence, Ike touches 
Kyle’s arm. Kyle’s immediate instinct to pull away doesn’t win, but Ike gives him a skeptical 
look nonetheless, like he knows. “Can I see it?” Ike asks, and although he’s determined, he’s 
gentle about it. 


“No,” Kyle says. “You don’t want to see it.” 
Ike frowns. “Yes, I do,” he says. 


“No,” Kyle repeats, pulling Ike’s hand away from his arm. Kyle pets Ike’s hair gently, the 
way he remembers Ma would, although it’s different watching it be done in comparison to 
actually doing it. But it’s fine. And even if it isn’t perfect, it’s better than nothing. Ike doesn’t 
complain, even though the sentimental contact is uncalled for. But maybe it’s needed. Having 
such a thought hurts. Kyle scoots closer and pulls Ike in tighter with his free arm. 


The air is taken up by the sound of a ticking clock, the sound sunlight makes in the afternoon. 
Kyle can only hope that the soothing is helping someone. Ultimately, he knows there’s really 
nothing here that needs to be soothed. It’s just a feeling. He just wants to protect. Ike leans 
into the side-hug. 


“You smell like vomit,” Ike says. Then, after a moderate pause: “I don’t want you to die.” 
T’ m not—” 
“You are,” Ike says. “You’re killing yourself, and I don’t understand how you can’t see that.” 


Ike buries his face in Kyle’s shoulder. A few more minutes of that very calm, and Ike starts to 
nod off. When his breathing tapers into a completely tranquil, even rhythm, Kyle knows Ike 
has fallen asleep. 


Kyle allows him rest. 


Kyle closes his eyes and thinks on Ike’s words. The pain behind them, the fear. He smooths 
back a particularly stubborn lock of Ike’s hair. Half of him wants to ignore them, but at the 
very same time, he can’t. They struck him, somewhere. It makes him feel ill. And Kyle 
wonders if, maybe, he should at least stop purging at home. 


Dad comes home and helps Kyle move Ike upstairs to his room. They go to the hospital to 
visit Stan. Dad says they don’t have much time to stay here, but Kyle assures him five 
minutes, even just five minutes, is fine. 


Dad leaves him be. Kyle walks the route he has memorized. 
He enters Stan’s hospital room. In less than a second, he’s hit with Wendy’s question: 


“What did you say to Butters?” 


mnk 


The school atmosphere when Kyle comes back in on Monday is... strained, to say the least. 
Every so often, someone will give him a pitying glance or a wary averted gaze. It’s not much, 
but it’s enough to make Kyle feel like a stranger. Like this isn’t where he belongs. He starts 
wondering if it was ever truly where he was supposed to be, but even through the rest of the 
hours in classes, thinking, he doesn’t come to a conclusion. By the time lunch rolls around, 
he’s just trying to hang in there until he’ll be able to go home. 


Kyle tries to match Kenny’s nibbling pace during lunch, hoping that it will help him eat less. 
The only thing it does, though, is make him eat his entire lunch slower. It leaves him no time 
to go through his Getting It Out routine. He’s forced to walk the hall with Butters and Clyde, 
a full meal resting like a boulder in his stomach. He feels nauseous. Of course he feels 
nauseous, he ate way too much. But he’s stuck with it. 


Thoughts fall to his brother, telling him that he’ll die if he keeps it up. And while the 
information doesn’t trigger any sort of emotional impact within Kyle, it’s enough to make 
him feel a little better about waiting until after classes. 


Clyde and Butters are talking about something. Kyle doesn’t care what; he hasn’t been 
listening. The scarf around his neck is pulled as loose as it can possibly be, without giving 
away the evidence of what he put himself through. He fidgets with it every so often, and 
Clyde keeps giving him these little glances, but Kyle doesn’t ask for help covering them. 
He’s too preoccupied; he’s not thinking about the food, he’s not. He swears. He’s just 
thinking about how it’s impossible to breathe, how his throat is closing up. No one knows, 
though. 


No one notices. 


Eric comes in a minute late to class, pass in hand and face covered in pinking-purple bruises 
and marks. They’re the very marks that Kyle gave him on Friday morning. 


When Eric sits down across from Kyle at the table... it’s hard to explain. There’s fear, 
certainly, and distress— his heart picks up pace, pattering inside him like a hyperactive 
rabbit. But there’s more to it, now. There had always been hatred, but not to this degree. And 
there’d always been anger, but now it’s more acute. Throughout the entirety of Miss James’ 
instructions for the lab today, he glares at Eric. A few times, Eric glances over. Each and 
every time he does so, Kyle snarls and Eric scoffs lifelessly before turning back to the lesson. 


“When you’re done with your worksheet, come to me and I’ Il check it off,” Miss James 
announces. “Afterward, each of you are going to make yourself a s’more and write a 
paragraph about how that relates to balancing chemical equations, along with a step-by-step 
guide on how to use a Bunsen Burner.” 


Miss James grids through the room, depositing four worksheets on each table and moving on. 
When she gets to the table with Kyle and Eric, she gives Kyle a strange look. She then 
continues with the instruction, and moves on to the next table. The situation doesn’t stick in 
Kyle’s brain. He attaches aggressively to the fact that Eric dare be within feet of him. 


“Once you’ve turned in your paragraph, you can eat your s’more. If there’s enough, you can 
have a second one. Alright everyone, start working.” 


The word “eat” sticks to Kyle’s ribs. It glues his heart in place, locking his lungs in an exhale. 
The last thing Kyle wants is to eat something. He’s already had too much, doesn’t she see? 
No, of course she sees. Everyone sees. Everyone knows. They’re trying to make him fat. 
They’re trying to make him lose control. He turns to his worksheet and tries to finish it in as 
timely a manner as he can, but it’s easier said than done. His brain is everywhere, and 


nowhere at once. His body is here, but there’s something to be said about the Challah on the 
wall and the hot breath on his skin. He shakes his head and goes back to the worksheet. 


“Yo, uh...” Clyde scratches the back of his head with the eraser of his pencil. “Any of you 
guys got a calculator I could bro-rrow?” 


At the pun, Clyde gives Kyle a grin. Kyle rolls his eyes and finishes on the second to last 
problem on the piece of paper. He’s barely aware of the fact that Butters boredly hands over 
his calculator, and he’s equally as oblivious when Clyde types one thing in, jots down the 
answer, and then hands the calculator back. 


“Thanks, bro...” 


When they’ ve all finished their worksheets, Kyle becomes distracted by the marks on Eric’s 
face. He feels a swell of pride, of power, at the knowledge that Kyle gave Eric those bruises. 
That feeling of power only increases when he notices the stilted way Eric moves, avoiding 
putting too much pressure on his arms. Seeing Eric in pain is pleasureful for Kyle. Maybe 
that’s a problem. Maybe that’s a sin. Or maybe it’s just the dues necessary to be paid. 
Whatever it is, Kyle can’t say he particularly cares. He can’t say he particularly wants to. 


Miss James comes over and checks their worksheets. She gives them the signature of 
approval; the permission to go make themselves a s’more. Before she walks away, Kyle 
raises his hand to get her attention. She looks at him and bends so they’re at the same level. 


“I’m diabetic, so I can’t have a s’more,” Kyle says. “Can I just do the paragraph and call it a 
day?” 


That’s probably the only perk of being diabetic: having an out when he doesn’t want to eat 
something. Oh, sorry, I cant. And since the average person doesn’t actually know the ins- 
and-outs of how diabetes actually works, it’s easy to get away with. He omits the fact that he 
could just give himself enough insulin to control the increase in blood sugar that he would get 
from something like a s’*more— and he especially omits the fact that, half the time when he 
would have s’mores as a kid, he wouldn’t need to inject at all. 


It’s stupid of him to assume Miss James is like the average person. But she doesn’t verbalize 
her skepticism; she just gives him a furrowed-brow look and says, “That’s fine. Can you at 
least observe the process to use specific examples in your paragraph? I’d also like it if you 
got some experience with the burners.” 


Kyle nods, although he already has used a Bunsen Burner, and doesn’t particularly need a 
refresher. It’s simple. She seems sated, and leaves to tend to the next table of students who 
have finished. When Kyle returns to the group, something feels off. Clyde’s expression 
doesn’t look the way it usually does. When Kyle gives him a probing look, Clyde turns his 
attention away. Eric snickers. 


“So, how’s it feel, Kyle?” Eric questions. “Using your defect as an excuse?” 


Kyle scowls. “Fuck off,” he says. The thickness at their table only seems to worsen with his 
aggressive remark. Eric appears amused. Butters and Clyde pretend not to acknowledge it, 


which only makes it stand out more. They stand up from their table and make their way into 
the lab room, where each lab table has the equipment needed for the “lab”. Kyle really only 
has to be here to observe the process once, and then he’ll be able to leave. As long as his 
mind doesn’t wander, the process will be quick. 


Before they get to their lab table, Eric brushes past Kyle. Kyle slaps him on the arm without 
giving it so much as a thought and moves in front of Eric, promptly taking the place where 
Eric had planned on standing. Butters’ expression, Kyle swears, is borderline hostile; and 
when Butters’ gaze falls to Eric, it only seems to worsen the strange funk he’s been in the 
whole day. Kyle briefly recalls the conversation with Wendy. He remembers exactly what it 
sounded like as she broke down... 


And how he’d felt when he heard it. 
Craig’s in jail. 


Kyle swallows thickly and looks at Clyde. Paying more attention to it, now, Kyle recognizes 
a few things. 


Clyde looks tired. There are dark circles under his eyes, but they’re unnaturally muted. It’s 
like he’s tried to correct them. Kyle’s thoughts turn to the makeup that Clyde keeps on his 
person, and wonders if that’s what the makeup is really for. Prior to any of this, Kyle had 
always assumed that Clyde was basically the perfect jock. Cheerful, playful, a little weird, 
but who isn’t? Active, physical, definitely a part of the “popular crowd” in one of those 
stereotypical high school movies. But there’s something deeper. Something Kyle doesn’t 
know about. 


Something, Kyle wonders, if anyone knows about. 


Eric reaches toward the box of graham crackers. Kyle grabs his wrist and pushes Eric’s arm 
away. 


“Hey, what the fuck?” Eric snaps, and he’s genuinely angry. He’s pissed off. 


“What, are you offended?” Kyle spits. “Are you going to cry now that you’ve been denied 
your precious sugar?” 


“Oh, like you’re one to talk,” Eric says. “You and your fucking excuses, trying to keep 
yourself perfect. You’re just a narcissistic hypocrite, aren’t you, little piggy?” 


The name hits something in Kyle. His chest hurts. He comes back with fire in his eyes. The 
marks on Eric’s face aren’t dark enough, he decides, and in that moment, he gets the urge to 
hit Eric as hard as he possibly can. He clenches his fists, digs his nails into his palms, to 
escape the urge. “You’re such a child,” Kyle says. “Getting mad about not being the first to 
have a fucking treat. What the fuck is wrong with you?” 


“What the fuck is wrong with me?” Eric asks, gesturing himself incredulously, theatrically. 
The second group files into the lab room, but Kyle gives them no mind. Eric’s face contorts 
into a glare, and he points an accusatory finger at Kyle. “What the fuck is wrong with you? 


Last I checked, I’m not the Jew who blindly believed my friend poisoned my mom to get a 
little action.” 


“Friend? Friend? You think we’re fucking friends, fatass?” 


Something in Eric’s expression changes, then. It softens, becomes more distinct— more 
calculated, more cruel. The corner of his mouth twitches up in a smirk. He grabs the bag of 
marshmallows and slides it over to Kyle. Kyle grimaces and pushes it back. 


“What’s wrong, Jew?” Eric asks, condescending and using a baby voice. “Not Kosher? Want 
me to check for you? Or— oh, is it because you’re scared? You’re scared you’re going to 
lose control? You’re scared you’re going to eat the whole bag, huh?” 


Eric’s smirk becomes an uncontrolled grin. 
“Would you do that if I asked you to, Kyle?” he asks. He rips open the bag. 


“Eric, back off,” Butters says, sharp, but Eric doesn’t listen. He pulls out a few marshmallows 
and waves them in front of Kyle’s face. Kyle pushes Eric’s hand away and takes a step back. 
The smell of sugar, of sweet, it sickens him. It brings up the urge to Get It Out. His stomach 
disagrees with the amount of food he ate. He swallows. 


“You're watering at the mouth,” Eric hisses. He closes the distance between himself and 
Kyle. It’s not sexual, it’s not anything other than physical and masculine. A challenge, 
something you'd see in sports. Kyle growls a warning. Eric doesn’t take heed of it. “I could 
make you, you know. If I told you to? It’d be a task. It’d be required. Then it wouldn’t be 
your fault. You could binge guilt-free. How does that sound?” 


“Cartman, lay off,’ Clyde says, but his voice doesn’t pull Eric away from Kyle. Eric grabs 
Kyle’s wrist. 


“You’re so thin,” Eric says. “You need to eat.” 
Eat. 


In a flash, Kyle remembers each and every meal he had since Monday morning. The 
breakfasts, the lunches, the dinners. He remembers the experience of getting them all back up 
— even though, in some manners, they all are so similar that they’re difficult to distinguish. 
Kyle feels utterly sick to his stomach. Eric telling him he’s so thin, Eric telling him to eat... it 
triggers the animal disgust inside of Kyle’s brain. It makes him react. 


Kyle shoves Eric backwards. 
“Fucking kill yourself!” Kyle snaps. 


The lab goes silent. Kyle pays it no mind. He turns on his heel. He only notices that Clyde 
has gotten much closer when he has to push past him to get away from the table. Kyle leaves 
the room and doesn’t so much as grab his things. He doesn’t so much as give anyone a 
passing glance. He has one goal, and one goal only. The feeling of Eric grabbing his wrist, 
the taste of Challah, the stain on the wall and the smell of marshmallow. Kyle has a decision 


to make, and he makes it with ease. He has no interest in keeping his lunch down anymore. 
He has no interest in feeling okay or human or alive. He just wants to have control. 


Eric’s words. You’re so thin. You need to eat. Concern, disgust, and hurt. 


Kyle walks up to Miss James as calmly as possible and asks to use the restroom. She gives 
him permission. Next thing he knows, he’s tracking the halls to the bathroom that’s always 
abandoned. He’s twisting his hands together over and over and trying to soothe himself. He’ll 
get it out, soon. He doesn’t have to worry about it, anymore. Soon, he’Il be empty. He’ll be 
lighter. He’ll be one step closer to his goal. His throat tickles, and it takes all the self-control 
he has to keep himself from stopping in front of one of the trashcans and making himself do 
it there. 


The bathroom, of course, is empty. It always is. Kyle pinpoints the sink he was pinned to. He 
bypasses the corner he was pushed against. Every inch of this bathroom is stained. It’s dirty, 
marred, scraped of all possible baseline and replaced with gnashing teeth and hot blood. His 
veins are thrumming with the pump of adrenalin, his chest is full of the buzzing /’m going to 
throw up feeling. It spreads to his jaw, and he knows it’s going to be easy, today. He locks 
himself in the first stall. He pulls up his sleeves. He throws the scarf to the ground. He bends 
at the waist and he shoves his fingers down his throat. 


He Gets It Out. 


Once, twice, he thinks that maybe that’s all he’ll need, but he keeps going. There’s more. 
There’s always more. Even if it doesn’t come up, there’s something stubbornly clinging to the 
lining of his stomach. He uses his free hand to press directly under his ribcage. He tries to 
usher more out. His head echoes with a simple thought: 


One more try. One more try. One more try. One more try, until it’s buzzing. 
A buzzing. 
There is a buzzing. 


And hearing it hurts worse than warming up from being so cold in the snow. He still 
remembers that, though he tries not to. It’d be a lie to say he recalled it with perfect clarity. 
He doesn’t remember really what happened, leading up to the realization of it all being 

Kyle’s fault. He knows Eric came up to talk to him, but the specifics fall out the window. And 
Kyle remembers that Eric laughed, though what about is questionable— and the bitter taste in 
Kyle’s mouth is enough to make him remember exactly what had forced him to retaliate. He’s 
still trying to recover from the revelation that Eric isn’t, and never was, in control of what 
happened to his mother. 


A strange, secluded part of him doesn’t know how he’s supposed to deal with that. Before, 
when he’d thought it was Eric, there was a logical reason for Ma to be so sick. There was a 
motive, a cause, and someone to blame. That made it easier. That made it more digestible. 
That way, it wasn’t random. It wasn’t chance, and there was a definitive knowledge that, if 
Kyle did good, Ma would be fine. But now it is random. Now there is no real cause, there is 
no one to blame, and there is no reason. 


That hurts. Kyle wants, more than anything, for there to be a reason. 


It’s under these thoughts that he tries desperately, repeatedly, to force up lunch and 
everything else he was forced to eat under his family’s supervision, even if he already got rid 
of it over the weekend after being forced to eat it. He tries to regain the control that he lost. 
He tries to get himself back to that static baseline, where his chest didn’t feel like it was 
weighted beneath the footsteps of an elephant. Knowing that nothing he can do will save his 
mother is too much. But he can keep his weight down. He can look presentable. He can keep 
himself from becoming obese and he can lose the fat that clings to him already. He can. He 
can. 


You’re still fat. 
You need to starve. 
I swear that I can. 


A knock comes from the stall door, but Kyle chooses to ignore it. His gags and retches are 
loud enough to drown out external sounds. Even when Clyde knocks again and softly asks 
“Kyle, are you okay in there?”, Kyle refuses to acknowledge the idea that his secret isn’t so 
secret anymore. That he can’t even control this right. He avoids those thoughts with more 
attempts at throwing up. 


He needs this to be his. And it is. It’s his. It’s his. /t’s his and no one can take it away from 
him, no one can ever take it away from him, it’s his it’s his it's his even when his mother is 
dying and even when Stan tried to kill himself and even when Kyle’s own body isn’t his 
anymore. Even when his life isn’t Ais anymore. He can have this and that’s enough. He’s 
dealing. He’s dealing. He’s dealing with it. Don’t they see? He’s fine. Just leave him be, and 
he’ll be okay. They’ ll see. They’ll all see. 


When he’s clean. 

When he’s Perfect. 

It’s okay. 

And the buzzing— 

“Kyle, you have to stop, okay? Open the door right now.” 

—makes it so much more shallow. 

Nothing else is coming up. He wants to keep trying, but it’s impossible. He didn’t bring 
water, he can’t try to flush it out of his system. He’s left, hand dripping in saliva and vomit, 
toilet full of mistakes, and calmed by his control. 


Kyle shakes. 


His whole body quivers. 


It’s hard to breathe, but he’s felt worse. 


He grabs a bundle of toilet paper and wipes the worst of it from his face and his hand. He 
drops it into the toilet. Grabs another bundle, wipes off where he spilled around the seat. He 
puts that in there, too. He flushes the toilet. 


Kyle stands upright, and it feels like the entire world folds up and tries to meet him. He 
stumbles back, but manages to catch himself on the stall door before he falls over. His vision 
peppers with black and static. The buzzing in his ears turns to ringing; half blind and deaf, he 
turns and struggles to unlock the stall door. Finally, the latch releases, and he steps out. 


One. Two. 


His heart feels like it speeds up and stops, at the exact same time. It’s hard to get a breath in. 
No, it’s impossible. He gasps for air and the next thing he knows, Clyde is catching him 
before he collapses to the floor. The world no longer exists. It turns around him, but it doesn’t 
exist. Kyle hears and feels his heartbeat, so hard and fast and pounding-throbbing in his 
chest. Breathing is impossible. 


He doesn’t know when Clyde lowered them both to sit on the floor, but that’s what’s going 
on. They’re on the ground in front of one another, and Clyde has his hands cradling Kyle’s 
head, one on each side, fingers laced in Kyle’s hair. He’s telling Kyle to breathe, it’ll pass. 


And it does. It’s only been seconds, maybe three at the most, and Kyle’s chest already 
lightens to the normal feeling. He thinks the aftershocks of the feeling made it seem worse 
than it really was, and it takes a moment for him to fully recover. 


Kyle reaches up and grabs Clyde’s wrists. He doesn’t know if he’s trying to pull the contact 
closer or push it away. He thinks he doesn’t mind the touch. 


He does what he doesn’t think he should do. 


Kyle lets go of Clyde’s wrists and instead grips the front of Clyde’s letterman jacket. He pulls 
Clyde close. Kyle fears being unable to run, but he so desperately craves human contact. He 
so desperately craves comfort. He so desperately needs. 


And Clyde allows it. 


He pulls Kyle closer and they’re hugging. Even if Kyle has his face buried in Clyde’s chest, 
they’re hugging. The firm grip soothes Kyle. 


In the silence, they sit. Kyle calms down. It smells like bile, like vomit, but Kyle is numb to it 
and Clyde doesn’t seem bothered. They hardly acknowledge it, for a while. But then the 
while is over, and Clyde pulls away and Kyle follows suit. The itching-tingling of continued 
contact makes Kyle want to scrub himself raw, scrub himself clean, but Clyde hasn’t let go of 
him, yet. Clyde holds his shoulders and maintains eye contact even when Kyle feels like his 
brain might simply cease all function. Kyle swallows down nausea, swallows down 
discomfort, swallows down lingering bitter saliva and the taste of stomach acid. 


“How long have you been doing this?” Clyde asks. 


Kyle swallows again. His throat scrapes against itself, creates a soreness, a rawness, that he 
has dealt with so many times before that he doesn’t feel perturbed by it. “A little over a 
month,” Kyle finally says. The look in Clyde’s eyes isn’t sympathetic. It’s bitter. 


“Okay,” Clyde says. “You have to stop.” 
“No.” Kyle’s answer is immediate. Clyde’s jaw tightens, and he shakes his head. 


“No, Kyle, you don’t understand,” Clyde says. “You need to stop, you don’t know what this 
will do to you.” 


“Yes, I do,” Kyle argues. He pulls back. He doesn’t want a lecture. He doesn’t want to be told 
off. He doesn’t have the energy to do that right now. He doesn’t have the energy to be in the 
same room as the idea. Kyle goes to stand, but Clyde grabs Kyle’s jacket before he can finish 
the action. 


“No, you don’t,” says Clyde. “Trust me when I tell you that you need to stop, as soon as 
possible, right now, before it gets any fucking worse.” 


Kyle can’t help it. The concept is ridiculous to him. He scoffs a repetition of the word, 
muttering, “Worse,” bitterly under his breath. 


“Have you binged?” Clyde asks. The question is so blatant, so personal, that Kyle recoils 
from it. It’s only when Clyde keeps talking that he calms down; it’d been rhetorical. “I can’t 
pretend to know how far you’ve gone, I can’t pretend to know your experience, but if you 
haven’t binged, you will, and when when you do, you’!l purge— and it’s not going to stop 
there.” 


Kyle begins to realize something. He scans Clyde’s face as he keeps talking. He watches the 
way Clyde’s eyes scan the air, scan his brain. 


“It doesn’t just happen once,” Clyde says. “If you don’t put a stop to it, if you don’t get help, 
it’ Il keep happening and happening and happening until eventually you have the house all to 
yourself one weekend and you get caught in a never-ending cycle of binge-purge-binge- 
purge-binge-purge until you physically cannot move from the bathroom floor, okay? Trust 
me, J know.” 


It hits Kyle, then. The expression. Clyde isn’t sympathetic, but he isn’t bitter, either. Clyde’s 
expression is empathetic. It comes from a point of personal experience. It comes from a point 
of I get it. It comes from a point of— 


“I’ve been there,” Clyde blurts. His face is red, and so are the whites of his eyes. He’s making 
eye contact fine, but it’s obvious that admitting this isn’t something he’s used to doing. “It’s 
scary and it’s agonizing and it doesn t have to get to that point so please, for the love of God, 
don’t ever let yourself get to the point I got to.” 


The heat building in Kyle’s chest... it’s shame. It’s fear, that he has let it get bad. That he 
might let it get to that point. That he’s already throwing up after every meal and he has had a 
little too much to eat a few times here and there. The image of Clyde eating and throwing up 
and eating again only to repeat the cycle for an entire weekend is... 


.. horrifying. 
“You... you’re bulimic?” Kyle whispers. Clyde winces at the statement. 


“No,” Clyde says. The words he says next are so pained, are so soft, are so strangled, Kyle 
hardly hears them. “No, Kyle, I— I’m in recovery.” 


Hearing that, the words: in recovery. It hits something in Kyle, the way everything else that 
has hit him thus far hasn’t quite managed to do. In recovery suggests there to be a problem— 
and if Clyde’s personal experience is anything to go by, there was definitely a problem there 
— but Kyle doesn’t want to think about himself as having a problem. He knows, logically, 
that he has a problem. Of course he does. He’s not stupid. There’s still that part of him that’s 
afraid he’s going to die from this— even if it is usually overwhelmed by the rest of him, 
which doesn’t care. But to actually, genuinely say J have a problem? To open up, to go 
through with such an admission, to alienate himself that way? Saying I’m an outlier, here, 
even if he technically isn’t. Sure, guys can develop eating disorders. It’s not unheard of. He 
now knows two guys who do— or did— have one. 


And one’s a fucking football player. 
But Kyle doesn’t have an eating disorder... right? 


The thoughts frighten him. The realization that he might have an eating disorder. It makes his 
muscles tighten and his chest go cold. His stomach feels sick, the type of sick that purging 
would get rid of. Amid the scariness, amid the fear, that’s what cracks something in him. 
That’s what makes his hands start to shake, his heart start to beat, his eyes start to burn. He 
has an eating disorder. The thoughts that go with it, the behaviors, the anxiety, the avoidance, 
the binges and purging— it’s not in his control anymore. Half of it never was, but was any of 
it ever under control? Can this ever be considered under control? 


A new slew of thoughts, interrupting his sudden urge to open up: this is shameful. 


It has gotten out of control. He should have known. Ike knows, Stan knows the tiniest piece 
of it, Dad knows a different piece of it, and now Clyde knows it all. This isn’t something he 
can talk about. It’s gross, it’s disgusting, it’s abnormal, and he should be ashamed for being 
this way. He can’t tell anyone. He wouldn’t be able to. He’s embarrassed. 


Kyle looks up. He’s cold. He’s always cold, but it’s particularly sharp now. He’s shivering. 
His eyes meet Clyde’s, and he feels particularly vulnerable under the gaze that’s like a mix 
between Eric’s and Stan’s. Kyle doesn’t have it in him to cry anymore, but his sinuses burn 
like he’s about to. “I don’t want to,” Kyle whispers. “I don’t— I don’t want to tell anyone, I 
don’t—” 


Clyde interrupts, “Kyle—” 


“No,” Kyle cuts back. He shakes his head vigorously. “No, no no no I can’t tell anyone, I 
can’t— they can’t know, it... it’s gross, it’s embarrassing, 1—it’s— it’s—” 


“No,” Clyde says. “You should never be ashamed to get help for this, okay? The eating 
disorder isn t your fault.” 


“T should have said something sooner,” Kyle mutters. “I should have— I should have told 
someone that I was having the urge to throw up before I did it. I knew it was wrong. I knew it 
was wrong but I still did it, I—” 


“No, Kyle, Kyle— Kyle, listen to me.” 


Kyle looks at Clyde, shutting his mouth even though he wants to do the opposite. Even 
though he wants to get a drink from the drinking fountain and then lock himself in the stall 
and try to exact some sort of power over everything happening. He needs something to be 
his, but... but that’s the very thing that’s not his. He starts to wonder if it’s really the control 
that he’s drawn to, or if it’s just the comfort of a routine— of something physical that gives 
him a reason to feel like shit, instead of feeling like shit for no reason. He doesn’t know. He’s 
confused, and upset, and so so so tired. He wants to crawl into bed and wake up, and not have 
to deal with any of this. He wants to wake up and have the perfect, ideal life he always 
dreamed of having— the one where he’s straight or a girl and he has someone who he loves 
and who loves him, but that’s not the way life works. Clyde starts talking, his eyes reflecting 
the light from the shitty overhead bulbs. 


“Don’t be embarrassed about something that’s out of your control,” Clyde says. “You’re 
talking yourself out of it, and you need to get help. You need to get help. Okay?” 


Kyle says nothing. Clyde repeats it, firmer: 
“Okay?” 


Hesitant, Kyle nods. Clyde nods back. He’s just as firm, but significantly less intense about it. 
Clyde closes his eyes for a moment, breathes a gentle sigh into the air. Kyle swallows down a 
peppering, sour stomachache. When Clyde opens his eyes, he appears kinder. He’d been kind 
before, but it had been overrun a bit by the intensity. It makes the rising tension in Kyle’s 
chest reach a peak. So fragile, so sharp, so tactlessly, Kyle only seems to lose his iron will 
and he bites on his tongue. He actively fights the urge to push his fingers down his throat, and 
instead, the only thing he says is, “Clyde, please help me.” 


Clyde’s expression melts. “I will,” he says. “Ill be here with you every step of the way, 
okay? Recovery is hard, and it’s scary, but you don’t have to do it alone, okay? You aren’t 
alone, and you can do it.” 


Kyle nods. He feels the buzzing come back. He’s suddenly uncomfortably aware of the fact 
that he’s looking Clyde in the face. And he’s so much more aware of the fact that Kyle 
himself probably looks like complete shit. Kyle swallows again, gently trying to pull away. 
Clyde allows him, though appears a little hesitant, what with the expression on his face. Kyle 
pushes himself to his feet and makes his way over to the sink, where he proceeds to rinse out 
his mouth and wash his hands as thoroughly as possible. He’s tired. 


He hears the muffled sounds of Clyde standing up from the ground. There’s a few other 
noises, but Kyle has shut his eyes. He lowers his head and dashes some cold water over his 
face. It helps him feel a little more awake— particularly when he presses the cold skin of his 
fingers under his eyes. Like this, it’s as if he can feel the pounding of his brain in his skull as 
it struggles to catch up. Most of him can’t believe that any of this actually happened. 


Kyle feels the air move behind him. He feels fabric touch him. He feels pressure on a part of 
his body but he doesn’t know which part of his body. That’s ridiculous, how can he not 
know? He jerks his head up because— 


[hands 

on his waist 

pin him to the sink 
thrust him forward 

until there's no room] 


—it’s just so stupid, he should be aware of his own body, how can he not know where the 
touch is? And how does he not remember how he got from point A to B to C? How does he 
not remember how he got from his back to his knees to his stomach? How does he not 
remember it clearly? Shouldn’t he remember it? He should remember it. He should remember 
he should remember he should remember he should remember just remember just remember 
just remember just— just— 


“Kyle. 29 


Kyle looks up at Clyde. It takes a moment for him to readjust to his surroundings. Bathroom. 
Clyde stands next to him with a scarf in his hand, and— oh. That’s Kyle’s scarf. Inhaling and 
trying to get a full breath in, Kyle shakily takes the scarf. “Thanks,” he says. He doesn’t look 
at Clyde as he wraps it around his neck. Looking at Clyde would just make him remember. 
And he wants to remember. He says he wants to remember, he thinks he wants to remember 
— he’s pretty sure he wants to remember, but... maybe, if he forgot, he can just pretend it 
never even... happened. 


Feeling a little wobbly on his feet, Kyle turns and leans his lower back against the sink. The 
way it presses into his spine hurts, but he can manage. He has felt so much worse. 


“Hey, Clyde?” Kyle says. Clyde looks up. At the movement, Kyle does, too. Their eyes meet. 
The brown almost suffocates Kyle, but he pushes through. Clyde looks different. Clyde is 
different. Even with the vague similarities between the two, Eric and Clyde are two entirely 
different, entirely separate, people. 


“Yeah?” 


“I just—” and Kyle is hit with the fact that he doesn’t know how to ask this question. He 
doesn’t know how to make it make sense. He knows what he wants to ask, but he also knows 
just how difficult it is to even answer. If asked, Kyle wouldn’t even be able to pinpoint a solid 
reason for himself. Although he knows this, he swallows and forces the question up. “Why 
were you... why did you...” 


The look on Clyde’s face reads that he knows. For a second, Clyde looks away, like he’s 
trying to figure out a way to avoid the question. When he starts to speak, that seems even 
more evident. “A lot of the predisposition for developing eating disorders is genetic,” Clyde 
says. “So, um, that’s probably a lot of it, even though I don’t know whether that came from 
my dad, or, uh... yanno, but— but there’s also a lot of evidence showing that people who are 
perfectionists and anxious and rule-followers and harm-avoiders and stuff are more likely to 
develop eating disorders, and... that’s definitely a part of it.” 


Within silence, they share a moment. Nothing has to be said. The quiet is enough. Kyle 
fidgets with the fabric of his scarf, and he watches Clyde’s expressions change. From factual 
knowledge to uncomfortable knowledge. Rotating from statistical to emotional. To personal. 
Kyle knows in an instant that Clyde isn’t avoiding the question. He’s finding a way to lead up 
to his answer. 


“So, um, do you remember the quarterfinals for the high school football state 
championship?” Clyde asks. Without hesitation, Kyle nods. Kyle distinctly remembers that 
year. He remembers sitting in the stands, afraid that they’d lose and concerned if they’d win. 
Clyde clears his throat. “Yeah, uh, so, you saw the play.” 


Kyle knows exactly what play Clyde is talking about. 93 yard touchdown. It was insane. 
“Yeah,” Kyle says. “It was incredible, what you did.” 


That’s the wrong thing to say, but Clyde laughs about it like it isn’t. “That’s kinda the 
problem,” he says. 


Kyle’s heart sinks. He doesn’t know what’s going to be said next, but he knows for a fact it’s 
not going to be pleasant. Or good, in any sense of the word. 


“After that game, people kind of expected... um, a lot, from me?” Clyde says. He shifts his 
weight from foot to foot. “Like, it wasn’t even all me— it was Stan’s pass and fuck, bro, his 
passes are always so freaking pinpoint and accurate, it’s insane. Like, the only thing I did was 
run, but they still thought— like, they expected, yanno? And there’s only so much you can do 
to please people. I couldn’t do that. I wanted to, I really wanted to, but I couldn’t. I was worn 
out. I was tired. I love football, but the pressure, and the need to always be better, do better, 
push harder, it just— it got to me. 


“I wanted to get stronger, and faster, and be better, to like, turn my fat into muscle, so I 
stopped eating as much. And it was like, gradual, yanno? Like, I cut out extra snacks, and 
then I cut out all snacks, and then I woke up early so I could leave before my dad made 
breakfast, and then I started skipping lunch and it got to the point where I was basically, just, 
like...” Clyde’s eyes go somewhere else. For a split second, but then he’s back. He shakes his 
head, gently— so quick, Kyle hardly thinks Clyde himself noticed it. “Like, I was surviving 
off of apples and juice and whatever my dad forced me to eat. And that worked. Like, really 
well, for a long time. I felt physically like shit, but I thought better of myself in a way, and I 
was, like, happy with myself? Like, it wasn’t even about how much I weighed, at that point, I 
was just— I was just high off of the feeling not eating gave me. I felt like I was Superman.” 


Clyde goes very quiet. A breather, a respite, a something. Kyle wonders if he should give 
Clyde some sort of signal to continue, but it seems he doesn’t have to. Clyde looks at him, 


but it’s not a permission to continue. It’s an ask if Kyle is okay to hear the rest. And Kyle 
responds. He nods. Clyde nods back and returns to it, shoving his hands into his pockets as a 
momentary fidget. Something to do, it seems. Kyle doesn’t blame him. 


“But, like, you can’t live like that,” Clyde says. “Yanno? Like, you just can’t, and I couldn’t. I 
passed out during training and Coach got on my ass the way he’s super duper good at, asking 
me when the last time I ate was, and in my, like, super-hungry confusion, I was like, ‘I 
haven’t eaten today’, and... I mean, yeah. So they made me eat. Like, Coach and the team 
got all in my face and made me eat and it was— it was... humiliating? Really, really 
humiliating. I just wanted to hide but they wouldn’t let me. They made me eat and then they 
made me rest and go home. And then I— like—... well, yanno...” 


Clyde makes a gesture. A very vague, slightly abstract mimic of making himself throw up. 
Kyle instinctively cringes at it, but the feeling seems mutual. Clyde shakes the gesture off 
like a disgusting image haunting him for the rest of his life. Knowing everything that Kyle 
knows now, that’s entirely possible. 


“And then it kinda, like, clicked, like, I could eat whatever I wanted to, I didn’t have to not 
eat anymore, I could just throw it all back up again,” Clyde says. “And then no one would 
make me eat anything ever again because I would be eating, I’d just be controlling it. So 
that’s what I did. And then I started weighing myself as like a, ‘am I sure I’m puking 
enough?’ type of thing. Like, I’d weigh myself before and after and... like, keep going, if I 
didn’t go down at all. That’s how it started, anyway, and... and then it got... really, really, 
really, really bad.” 


Kyle doesn’t know if he can handle hearing anything more. Clyde doesn’t seem keen on 
sharing much else, anyway. “I’m sorry,” Kyle says. “I had no idea.” 


“No one did,” Clyde says. “No one was supposed to, that was the point. It was my issue, not 
anyone else’s. And— jeez, I kind of made it sound like it was everyone else’s fault, didn’t I?” 


The sheepish grin on Clyde’s face is telling. Even though Clyde is in recovery, whatever that 
means, he definitely hasn’t fully recovered. Kyle wonders if it’s even possible. To recover 
fully. To feel normal again. To not care if anyone is in the same room as he is when he’s 
eating. To feel alright eating when he has to. Being capable of controlling his sugar levels 
properly, like he used to be able to. 


“It wasn’t anyone’s fault but mine,” Clyde says. “And even then, I don’t mean it to sound, 
like— I don’t mean it to sound like I chose to have an eating disorder. Because I didn’t. Just 
like you didn’t, and just like Kenny didn’t. No one does, yanno? It just happens, and there are 
situations and stuff that surround us and make us feel like— like we have no other options, 
even though we do. And— like, that’s what that game was to me. It was the catalyst. The 
straw that broke the camel’s back, and all.” 


“Yeah,” Kyle says. 


Once more, the bathroom rolls into silence. Kyle finds his gaze lowering to the floor. He 
examines the tiles, the cracks between them, the grout, the dirt and footprints and 
imperfections. He tugs on his scarf. He wonders if he should feel grossed out, what with the 


fact that it was on the floor earlier, but he ultimately decides there’s no reason to freak out 
about that. It’s kind of the least of his worries right now. 


Kyle looks back up and asks, “What made you stop?” 


The look on Clyde’s face, then, is strange. For a moment, Clyde searches. Silent, without 
moving, his eyes flit across the room like he’s seeing things that aren’t there. It’s entirely 
possible that he is. Memory is a strong thing. 


Eventually, Clyde pulls his hands out of his pockets. 
“This bathroom,” Clyde says. 


That response doesn’t make sense. Kyle tries to piece it together, but he can’t figure out what 
Clyde means. He furrows his brows in obvious confusion, and Clyde’s posture seems to 
almost... sink into itself. Like Clyde is in the midst of a decision that could completely alter 
the course of his life forever. Kyle wonders just how true that is, and he wonders if that’s a 
sign that he shouldn’t find out the answer. They say that curiosity killed the cat, and if Kyle is 
the cat in this situation, he doesn’t know if the curiosity is Clyde or the bathroom. Looking 
deeper, looking further, Kyle wonders if the cat isn’t himself, but instead the thing that gives 
him a false sense of control. 


He makes a decision. 
“What happened here?” Kyle asks. Something in Clyde’s eyes flickers. 
“T almost died,” Clyde replies. 


The words run, an ice bath of hard truth, through the channels in the air. Kyle finds it harder 
to get a breath in. He thinks back to his brother, curled up on the step with him and telling 
him he was going to die. That he was killing himself. And at the time, although Kyle could 
acknowledge it, he couldn’t affirm that he really thought it would end up killing him. He’d 
heard stories, of course, but that was different. A selfishness in him told him /’m not like that 
and 7 actually need it and I’m doing it correctly. But there is no doing it correctly. There’s 
doing it, and not doing it. And if he keeps doing it, he’s going to die. 


It’s scary. But he’s looking at the world and even with the knowledge that he might not make 
it very far into adulthood if he keeps it up, he wonders if he cares. And he does, he knows he 
does— he wants to, at least— but does he really? His mom is in the hospital, Stan is in the 
hospital, and Kyle gave Eric something that he’ll never ever ever get back. He doesn’t know 
if he wants to acknowledge it anymore, and he wonders if he could leave the bathroom and 
just pretend none of this ever happened. He wonders if he could tell Clyde that he changed 
his mind, or that sorry, I don t have an eating disorder, I just feel sick sometimes and let it sit 
at that. 


And he’s so close to doing that. He’s so close to backing out and walking away and returning 
to class, because Miss James is probably mad that they haven’t come back by now and he has 
his things in the classroom and he left his phone in his bag and Eric is probably doing 
something, he’s probably finding a new way to fuck it all up, he’s probably doing something 


he’s definitely doing something there’s something that Eric is doing and he 5 going to come 
down here because he knows he knows he knows he knows he— 


“What are you thinking about?” Clyde asks. 
The question is so simple. 
The question is so fucking simple. 


Through the unmistakable sensation of choking, through the smell of weed and taste of 
Challah, Kyle remembers. He sees it all around him in a way that tells him he’s so far away 
from it, in this bathroom, in the place where it all started, that he might not have to worry 
anymore. That he might not have to panic or scream or fight or anything. That maybe, in this 
bathroom, with his phone far away in a classroom that Eric is in— a GPS like that which Eric 
might have gotten a hold of— it’s entirely possible that all of these things that make Kyle not 
want to do it anymore don’t need to be focused on. That it’s okay. That he can let go and 
allow himself to exist and just say it. That he can just say it. That he can say the words. That 
he can just say it. He can say it. Say it. Say it. Say it say it say it say it say it just say it he can 
say it he can say it he can— he can— 


a (ae 


The tears the sweat the weed, the taste of Challah so thick it chokes him, a bitter rich salty 
taste on his tongue that weighs him down in the center. He feels sick to his stomach and he 
doesn’t want to say it anymore. But his eyes meet Clyde’s, and they look like a darker version 
of Stan’s, and Stan is safe. 


Kyle wants that. 

More than anything, he wants that. 

He wants Stan. 

“Eric r—... assaulted me,” Kyle whispers. 
He’s not in control of his own tongue anymore. 
Isn’t that funny? 

It’s funny. 

It’s funny. 

It’s so funny. 

It’s so fucking funny that no one is laughing. 
Clyde’s entire face goes gentle. Careful. Caring. “I’m so sorry that happened to you,” Clyde 


says. And he sounds so— so— so genuine, so— so sympathetic that Kyle can’t even bring 
himself to despise the pity. His stomach rolls with a nausea, but this time, it’s different. It’s 


anxiety. It’s guilt and it’s anxiety and it’s a need to tell someone before Eric hurts someone 
else and— “You didn’t deserve that.” 


—and... 
...what? 


“That’s— that’s not all Eric did,” Kyle says. At this point, he doesn’t even know where the 
words are coming from. They’re just suddenly there. Clyde nods for him to continue, and his 
face doesn’t go pitiful or condescending or anything. He’s just standing. He’s just waiting. 
He’s just willing to listen. He’s just... 


Encouraging. 

The dam breaks. 

And Kyle says it. 

Kyle says it all. 
Everything. 

It’s not a secret anymore. 
And that’s the first step. 


To recovery, that... that’s the first step. 
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Things Like These. 


Chapter Summary 


He has no place to pry. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Telling it all in chronological order is a lot harder than Kyle thought it’d be— and now that 
he has the opportunity to get it all out in the open, he wonders how he could possibly make it 
sound logical in the slightest. Finding out his mom was in the hospital, being thrown against 
a locker by Eric, and that very first interaction they had in this very bathroom which sent the 
ball rolling... it’s no wonder that Clyde appears a little confused. Kyle is afraid Clyde might 
ask questions before he has the mind to finish, but that doesn’t happen. Clyde only sits and 
waits and listens. There’s very little more encouraging than that, Kyle has to say— and it 
urges him forward, until he’s going more in-depth than he ever thought he would go. With 
anyone. Ever. 


Being pinned. The way Eric’s breath smelled like breakfast. Being told of the game. He 
remembers being kicked in chemistry, and being told to fail the test, and not obeying that. He 
remembers being pinned to the sink a few days later. 


Kyle’s breath hitches as he recalls that part. His throat starts to close, he thinks, but he pushes 
through. He pushes through because there’s a pressure in his chest that won’t let him shut up. 
Even when he runs out of breath and has to gasp between words, even when he can hardly 
see through the things he remembers and the burning in his eyes, he can’t stop. 


He talks about the day he came into the bathroom during lunch... and saw Clyde. He recalls 
the thoughts of food started to stir up around that point. The feeling of needing to eat less, the 
discomfort during meals when around other people. Eric telling Clyde to leave, Clyde 
leaving, and Eric pinning Kyle again. Locking the door and pinning him. Kyle leaving... 
failing the test the next week, and the first time he tried to Get It Out, and the first time he 
succeeded in Getting It Out. It becoming an obsession. 


Things come faster from his mouth. Little blurbs of the events. He doesn’t even know if 
they’re being said chronologically or not, at that point. He barely even processes the fact that 
he’s saying them. Purging became regular. He thinks he may have binged a couple times. Eric 
challenged him not to eat. The lunch room incident happened. Stan followed him out. Kyle 
fainted. Kenny brought him to the nurse’s office. Faster and faster and faster waking up in the 
hospital coming out to his dad being left with his brother his body automatically trying to Get 
It Out, he can’t even think he can’t even figure it out bam bam bam, one event after the other, 
a lightning round that makes him want to stop breathing going home with glucagon Stan 


staying home sick and the feeling of sick worry and Eric telling him to cut Stan off— when 
did Kyle go over to Stan’s house? Before or after that? Before, right? Kyle went over and 
helped Stan through a bad drunk episode and had to deal with the image of Stan making 
himself throw it up because it doesn t count tell me it doesn t count. 


Bam: avoiding. Bam: Eric sneaking in. Bam: the cuts on his arm. Bam: Stan. Bam: Stan. 
Bam: Stan. Bam: Kyle. 


Letting it happen. 
Until it’s over. 


(But something itches. Something he can’t put his finger on, something he forgot to mention 
— what is it? What is it? What is he missing? Why can’t he remember? Why can’t he recall 
everything that happened, why can’t he get from point A to B to C in a cohesive way? What 
if his memory is flawed, what if he told it wrong, what if he made it sound worse than it 
really was, maybe he’s a liar or incorrect and Clyde knows, maybe, maybe they all know and 
they’re going to know he slipped up without even HIMSELF knowing he slipped up and he 
can’t have— he can’t— he can’t handle that, he can’t—) 


“Breathe. Breathe, it’s okay. It’s okay, I got you.” 


Kyle doesn’t remember Clyde pulling him into a hug, and he doesn’t remember hugging back 
— he doesn’t remember any of it. But his head is resting on Clyde’s shoulder, and Clyde 
smells like lavender and flowers and cinnamon. He smells like a woman’s perfume. It’s so 
strong but it’s so comforting, and Kyle latches onto it. He buries his face into Clyde’s 
shoulder and wraps his arms around Clyde’s neck and waits for it to make sense. He waits for 
the world to stop turning. He waits for the feeling— the heat, of Clyde’s arms wrapped so 
tightly around him, to melt into the familiarity of something Kyle has dealt with before. 


Waits for the firmness of Clyde’s hands, one on his lower back and one on the back of his 
head, to fade into the static he’s so used to. 


But those hands, those arms, the body he leans against and grips for dear life— it doesn’t 
fade. It doesn’t become static. It doesn’t twitch into necessary particles and it doesn’t hurt 
him. The smell of lavender and flowers and cinnamon, so strong so powerful so different than 
what Kyle knows, disappears until he can smell something more. 


Something different. 

Apple shampoo. 

And Stan... 

Kyle wants Stan to be here. So bad. 


He sobs. Into Clyde’s shoulder, he sobs. He tightens his grip on Clyde and cries. Hard, 
uncontrolled— he doesn’t care. He lets go of it all. Of the tension, to holding back, the 
wondering and waiting and needing. He thinks on the best, and thinks on the worst, and it’s 


so hard not to say fuck it because saying fuck it and delving back into the very thing he needs 
to escape is just so natural. The need to get healthy, the need to come clean— 


And it hits him. 

Really. Fucking. Hits. Him. 

That he’s already said it all. 

The sobs turn into relieved tears. 


“I’m sorry,” Kyle whimpers. He feels like a babbling idiot as he lets go and pulls away. Even 
when Clyde shakes his head and assures him it’s fine, he can’t help but fee/ like he’s making 
an utter fool of himself, like he’s being an inconvenience. He can’t help it. But it’s over with. 
And he’s so exhausted— so, fucking, exhausted— that he doesn’t even know where the hell 
to go, now. It has to be nearing the end of sixth period. It has to be. Right? So, what, they 
leave this bathroom like nothing happened, and go home? Try to figure out a way to get out 
of it without getting it noticed? Maybe they just leave it. Clyde can help Kyle stop purging, 
right? Right? He’s been through it, so he must know what to do to make it easier, to make it 
stop, right? 


Clyde steps to the side, giving Kyle enough space to wash his face again. Kyle appreciates 
that, and grabs a paper towel to pat his face dry. He catches a glance of himself in the mirror, 
and recognizes that he looks about as bad as he feels. Red-rimmed eyes and a pale face 
splotched pink from crying so hard. There’s a red spot in one of his eyes where he must have 
burst a little blood vessel. He doesn’t know if that happened when he was throwing up or 
when he was crying, though. He doesn’t. 


Kyle turns off the sink and throws away the paper towels. He fidgets with the scarf around 
his neck, and lingers near the sinks. He stares at one of the stalls and wonders. Not about 
anything in particular, he supposes— or maybe the correct term would be remembers. 
Because he sees all the times he’s made himself throw up and he’s feeling all the mix of 
feeling a little bit better, a little bit lighter, a little less stressed. He wants to go home, where 
he’ll be alone for thirty minutes or so before Ike gets back and then Dad comes home from 
work and that’ll be all. 


It’s a while before Clyde says anything, but when he does, it’s calm and casual and not at all 
like they just had such an intense, desperate moment of confession. 


“We need to tell an adult,” Clyde says. Kyle whips around, giving Clyde a wide-eyed look of 
fear. He opens his mouth to argue, but Clyde shakes his head and says, “No, we need to tell 
an adult, okay? This isn’t something we can keep secret anymore. You need help, and Eric 
needs to be punished.” 


“But he’ll hurt me,” Kyle says, and it’s so automatic to say that. He hadn’t even thought 
before the words came out. “He’ll hurt—” 


“No,” Clyde interrupts, and he’s so firm, so sure. Those brown eyes are distinct and 
protective and fiery. “He won’t hurt you. I promise you, he won’t hurt you. I will do whatever 


it takes to make sure you’re safe.” 


Kyle bites his lip. Chews on the skin of it. Tastes blood— though doesn’t know if it’s 
phantom or really, truly there. And, after a while, Kyle nods. He knows he has to tell 
someone. Deep down, under it all, he knows. But he doesn’t want to. He fears it, still. 
Irrationally. The same way a child fears the dark, or the ocean, or being alone— he’s terrified 
of Eric finding out or knowing and hurting or killing his mother or Stan or even... 


.. even... 
Kyle’s genuinely afraid, for the first time in recent memory, for his own life. 
And with the look Clyde gives him, it’s like Clyde knows of the realization. 


“Is there an adult that you trust?” Clyde asks. “It doesn’t have to be your dad. Like, Mister 
Mackey, or a friend’s parent, or a teacher?” 


Kyle doesn’t even have to think. “Miss James,” he says. “I— I trust Miss James.” 
“Okay,” says Clyde. “Then let’s go talk to Miss James.” 


Clyde steps away from the sink and gestures for Kyle to follow. Clyde pushes open the door, 
and Kyle walks over, though he doesn’t want to leave the bathroom. He’s scared of getting 
into the public eye. He fears cameras or bugs or worms— the same shit underneath his skin 
that he tries to pick out at night, the same stuff that he swears he can feel crawling and 
wriggling, an eternal reminder, an eternal nightmare. And with each step down the hall, the 
urge to scratch it gets stronger. 


He rubs his palm over his sleeve, the fabric rubbing against the cuts on his arm. But that’s not 
enough, and he starts scratching. It’s loud in his ears and loud in his body, like an unseen 
thread connects the burning in his arm to the uncomfortable... 


Fullness, under his stomach. 


It makes everything pound and he wants to stop feeling it. He scratches harder to get it to go 
away. To distract himself, at the very least, from feeling everything so vividly all over again. 
Just as he’s about to tug up his sleeve to pick the bugs out manually, Clyde grabs his elbow. 
Kyle looks over, almost shocked at the concerned look on Clyde’s face. 


“You okay?” asks Clyde. 
“T’m fine,” Kyle replies. 
“Don’t scratch it,” Clyde says. “It’I] make the scar worse.” 


Embarrassed, Kyle nods, though that’s barely enough to convince him not to do it. He 
wonders if he could cut the skin off of his arm and just not have to deal with it. If it could be 
a clean slate. He knows that’s not how the human body works, but he can’t help the thoughts 
when they start to come. And as they continue, as the journey down the empty hall resumes 
at a frightening pace, the thoughts come to circle back to everything he told Clyde. 


And he starts to wonder. 


“Remember that day, when I went into the cafeteria bathroom, and you were already there? 
And then Eric came in?” asks Kyle, abrupt, because he has a feeling. 


“Yeah,” Clyde replies. 
“Why were you in there?” 


It’s silent for a second... until Clyde just shakes his head. The feeling gets stronger, and Kyle 
doesn’t want to just ignore the way Clyde brushed the question off. They keep walking, 
silent, but the quiet is even thicker than Kyle could imagine. For a long time, the only sound 
is that of their footsteps— and the distant chatter in classrooms. “I was using the bathroom,” 
says Clyde. 


“Do you normally chew gum after you take a piss?” asks Kyle. Clyde glances over. There’s a 
certain practice to the expression Clyde gives him. A quirked brow, a strange confusion— 
something that Kyle has seen before. 


“What can I say? I like gum,” says Clyde. 


Kyle frowns. He wants to fight, but he doesn’t have much ground to do so. If Clyde is going 
to deny something— and, hell, maybe it’s a something that never even happened in the first 
place— then Kyle has no place to pry. No place at all. 


He has no place to pry. 


He keeps telling himself that. He has no place to pry. It’s intrusive, and if he were in Clyde’s 
position, he wouldn’t appreciate being scrutinized in such a way as to be called a liar. But 
there’s also that licking-itching-discomfort of concern. It starts in his chest and makes his ribs 
flicker with the ignition of it. 


“Remember the day Stan—” Kyle chokes on it. 
“Yeah,” Clyde says. Kyle nods. 


“You came up to me that day, during lunch,” Kyle says. “And you told... you told me that 
you heard about my mom.” 


“T remember.” 


“That day, after you hugged me, I realized something,” Kyle says. “And, I know it’s kind of 
none of my business, but I’m going to bring it up as a human being who’s starting to get kind 
of concerned.” 


A glance to Clyde introduces... something. Whatever it is. And Kyle now has reason to 
believe that it is, in fact, something. It’s kind of revealing when Clyde pointedly doesn’t 
respond to the hint of what’s to come. If anything, he seems to be bracing himself for the 
impact. 


“You smelled like vomit,” Kyle says. He lets the words sit for a second. Clyde doesn’t react 
to them. Just keeps walking, like nothing had been said at all. It’s simultaneously irritating, 
confusing, and... damning. Kyle swallows before he says the thing he doesn’t want to say. 
Today seems to be full of things like that. “You still do it, don’t you.” 


Such a thick and nasty pause, it makes the licking flame of concern twitch higher in his 
stomach and chest until he feels it in his throat. Clyde almost seems to tighten in on himself, 
hands shoving into his pockets and shoulders lifting ever-so-slightly. Kyle watches Clyde 
swallow, watches those dark eyes of his fall until he’s looking down. Kyle doesn’t know 
specifically what Clyde is looking at, but he has a guess. 


They turn the corner. Miss James’ room is on the left. As if an unspoken rule that must be 
followed, both Clyde and Kyle stop walking. They don’t look at each other. They simply 
observe Miss James’ classroom and wait for the courage to build before either says a word. 
Clyde speaks first. 


“That was the last time,” Clyde says, like that makes it better. Like it dismisses the fact that 
he’s still definitely struggling with something that could— and has already tried to— kill 
him. Kyle looks at him and watches the way Clyde’s expression shifts. The way his gaze lifts 
and turns to Kyle, searching. Almost pleading. Dare Kyle say, desperate. “That was the last 
time I did it, I swear.” 


Clyde smiles. 
It’s... just, something about it is... 
Not right. 


“I’m in recovery,” Clyde states, and he straightens up again. His shoulders go back and he 
pulls one of his hands out of his pocket. With that free hand, he scratches the back of his 
neck, and then his smile turns into a careless grin, one that Kyle has seen plenty of times 
before. “But you can recover.” 


Kyle doesn’t know what to say. His chest hurts. Clyde goes back to being cheerful. Like a 
switch has flicked. It’s sudden, and it leaves Kyle reeling. Clyde removes his hand from the 
back of his neck to gesture over his shoulder to the classroom. 


“When we get in there, and if you freeze up, what do you want me to do?” Clyde asks. The 
subject as officially changed. Kyle has a feeling he’ll have a hell of a time trying to 
backtrack, so as it stands, he’ll leave it be for now. When things have calmed down, Kyle will 
bring it up again. Knowing this new part of Clyde— this new part of this huggable slightly- 
annoying and kind of way-too-hyper golden retriever of a jock— makes Kyle see him so 
much differently. See him humanly. And it makes Kyle’s older-brother-instincts try to kick in. 


Because, in some ways, Kyle sees a kid who needs to be protected. He sees a little boy that’s 
hurting. The same way he saw it in Craig, the same way he sees it in Ike, the same way he 
saw it in Stan. 


And Kyle doesn’t want to fuck that up, this time. 


“Just let me handle it,” Kyle says. Maybe it’s ignorant or naive of him, but he thinks it’s 
important for him to say it to Miss James himself. ““But— but I want you to be there, if... 
that’s not too much trouble.” 


“It’s no trouble at all,” Clyde says. 


They share a nod and step into the classroom. It’s hectic and people are prepping for the bell 
to ring. It’s frightening, the loud noises— and Kyle’s brain goes into overdrive when he sees 
Eric at their desk. His eyes, like razors, pinpoint Kyle at the doorway and immediately stick. 
Like he knows. Like he knows. Kyle walks forward, hoping that Clyde won’t go immediately 
to Miss James, and sits down in his seat. He gives Eric his best intimidating look, but he’s 
pretty sure it just looks like a blank stare. 


Relief floods Kyle when he sees that Clyde has taken his usual seat next to Eric. His 
expression is normal, and his posture is normal, and his attitude is normal. Like none of it 
even happened. Kyle can only hope his own demeanor doesn’t betray what he plans on doing 
once the class— including Eric, especially Eric— leaves this room. 


Kyle packs up his things into his backpack. He watches the clock like a hawk, even though 
that only seems to make time go slower. He counts down the seconds until the bell rings. The 
longer he watches, the closer it gets to the end of school, Kyle feels more and more nervous. 
More and more dirty. More and more... fake. Plastic. And he starts to doubt himself. He 
starts to wonder if he shouldn’t just run out and forget it all ever happened, just like Clyde 
seems to have been able to do. 


But Kyle knows Clyde hasn’t forgotten. Clyde’s just good at putting on an act. 


“Look! Look!” Clyde says, head tipped back and pencil balanced on the bridge of his nose. 
“Ah! Ah! I got it!” 


Butters, usually the type to find that absolutely hilarious, simply stares. He’s got this look in 
his eyes like he can’t stop thinking of something bigger than himself. Was it Kyle’s words 
that did this to Butters? Was it Kyle snapping? 


“Butters,” Kyle says. Butters sighs and looks over. 


“Yeah?” he asks. He sounds like he wants to be anywhere other than here. Kyle knows the 
feeling well. 


“T’m sorry for snapping at you,” Kyle says. Butters doesn’t react. To the words, he doesn’t 
react. He just sits and stares and blinks and, at the very end of it, looks at Kyle, as if this is 
the first time they’re really seeing each other. 


“Craig’s in jail,” Butters whispers. 


Kyle remembers Wendy’s words again. It’s weird to think about that. Craig is in jail right 
now. 


“T know,” Kyle says. “I’m sorry.” 


It starts slow. Like an avalanche, or an eruption. All of the big things, they start slow, and this 
is no different. Butters’ eyes get wet, and he blinks back tears. His cheeks become a dark 
rouge and his shoulders slump, like the life has been sucked out of him. He doesn’t cry, 
though. Not really. He just keeps blinking back tears. Keeps his cheeks dry, even when his 
eyes try to make that change. “Kenny was there,” Butters says. “When they arrested Craig, 
Kenny was in the car. I don’t think he’s doing very good.” 


If Kyle were to ask for any more information, it’s evident that he wouldn’t get any. In fact, 
with the choked manner in which Butters had shared even just that amount, Kyle would bet 
it’s a miracle he got any information at all. 


Kyle is surprised that Kenny was there at the time. Kyle doesn’t know what went down, but 
it’s concerning that Kenny was involved in any bit of it— even if Kenny didn’t know what 
was going on. Kyle wishes he knew the whole story, but he has a feeling it’s one of those 
things he’ll never really be able to figure out the whole way. 


The bell rings, and it startles Kyle so much he almost gets up and leaves. He has to actively 
fight against every muscle in his body that tells him to run— at both the sudden noise, and 
the painful way in which everything seems to come back to him. In rapid pounds, he thinks 
about the things he doesn’t want to think about. He sees Eric and all he can do is try not to 
push away at nothing. The bitter taste of the fact that Kenny was there, that Kenny isn’t doing 
well. That Butters is fucked up. That Clyde is “in recovery”. It’s almost too much, and Kyle 
really just wants to hide from it all. 


Eric gathers his things and leaves, glaring daggers at Kyle the whole time, like he’s hoping 
that’ll keep Kyle silent. And it almost works. If Kyle is being honest, it almost makes him 
lose the passion for telling anyone anything. When the classroom empties and it’s only Clyde 
and himself, he has to fight even harder not to run out and lock himself in one of the toilets 
and try not to cry. 


As it stands now, it’s almost impossible not to start hyperventilating. 


He picks up his backpack. He can’t breathe. Not really. He walks with Clyde up to Miss 
James, who sits at her desk organizing papers. Assignments. She turns to her computer and 
enters something in. She doesn’t seem to even know they’re still there, and Kyle finds that 
both uncomfortable and liberating. Like he can just cease to exist and it’d be okay. 


But that scares him. 


“Miss James,” he whispers. He expects his voice to have been too quiet to hear properly, but 
Miss James hears it fine. She looks up and gives them a pleasant look. Kyle doesn’t want to 
ruin that look. He wants to leave. Maybe he can think of something else on the fly. Thank you 
for not making me eat a s’more? He doesn’t fucking know, but anything seems like it’d be 
better than what he’s going to have to say right now. 


He doesn’t want to say it. He looks over at Clyde, trying to find the courage he’d had earlier, 
but it’s nowhere to be found. Clyde gives him a little smile. Kyle is scared. 


Kyle is scared. 


Like a child, he is fucking terrified of the unknown. 
He swallows down nausea and turns to face Miss James. 


He reaches up with shaking fingers and removes his scarf. He sees the way her face changes, 
when she sees what he no longer has covered. He cradles the scarf in his arms, lifts his head 
high, and fakes self-assurance. 


And he speaks. 


“Eric Cartman hurt me.” 


Chapter End Notes 
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Arrest. 


Chapter Summary 


Uncomfortable, Clyde says, “It’s... hard to explain.” 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Kyle doesn’t want to believe it was rape. There are plenty of people who have been through 
worse than he has— besides, he gave consent at first, and he was high when he withdrew 
consent. Does it still count? It was Kyle’s fault for putting himself in a situation where he was 
vulnerable with someone dangerous. And he planned it. He discussed it beforehand and— 
fuck, he doesn’t even know if he definitively said “no” or “stop” or anything. He doesn’t 
know. But he knows he didn’t want it. Is that enough? Kyle doesn’t know. 


Kyle doesn’t know. He doesn’t know. He doesn’t know, he doesn’t know, he doesn’t know, he 
doesn’t— 


“T don’t know,” Kyle says, voice cracking and dry and almost inaudible. The room he’s in, 
the nurse’s office, spins; he thinks he might faint. He’s sitting down on one of the cots in the 
back of the infirmary, but the dizziness won’t leave. It hasn’t left since he got here. 


Miss James had told him the plan. Get checked out in the nurse’s office. It’s quiet there, he 
can rest, he can calm down. Eventually, Miss James is going to come back with Mr. Mackey 
and maybe his father or something. Kyle’s not entirely sure, if he’s honest. He kind of tuned 
it out. He’s just along for the ride. 


At least Clyde’s here. 


Clyde shifts, sitting up from where he’d been laying on the cot next to Kyle’s. “Don’t know 
what?” asks Clyde gently. Kyle doesn’t look up from where he stares at the wall. If he makes 
eye contact with anyone, he’ll break down. 


“If I wanna do this,” Kyle says. “I don’t know.” 


He’s not psychologically prepared for any sort of proceeding, and the feeling that he might 
pass out intensifies. 


He gets distracted by one of the cabinets on the wall, and finds himself wanting to scribble on 
that laminated “what to do in case of a seizure” poster taped to the cabinet door with a red 
Expo marker. He finds himself wanting to get lost in the creation of thick, red lines on a pale 
backdrop. He wonders if he should be concerned with that, because his next thought is that he 


wants to grab the imaginary marker and pull up his sleeve and trace the numbers scarred into 
his arm and watch them seep in ink. 


As if a natural progression of desperation, Kyle’s attention falls to the counter below the 
cabinets. He zeroes in on a pencil holder filled to the brim with all sorts of utensils, not just 
of the writing sort. He sees a sharp pair of scissors and he wonders if he could dig the 
creatures out from under his skin with them, if their points and if their blades could remove 
what he needs to remove, if he could use the edge of it to completely skin his forearm. 


If he could rid himself of the proof, of the area of submission, of the dirt caked into his being, 
the crevices connecting pieces of his body that he shouldn’t have to feel. He wonders if he 
could remove the constant heaviness in his lower abdomen, if he could sit down without 
feeling uncomfortable and sick, if he could walk without even the normal movement of it 
reminding him of Eric. 


“You don’t know?” 


Kyle shakes himself out of it. As if gazing through a filter, his vision sharpens and deepens 
the colors. The things in his view, they curl up at the corners like a picture burning in the heat 
of what shouldn’t be. He doesn’t even feel scared— if he does, he doesn’t process it. 


Down, he travels, into a spiral he can’t get out of. He views it through a tunnel of crisping 
colors. He wants to curl up and bury his head in his hands, an urging of his body to get as 
close to the ground as possible and focus on trying to get in the breaths which seem to be 

leaving him, seem to be suffocating him. 


Everything is real. 


“I’m sorry,” Kyle murmurs, pressing the heel of his palm to his forehead. He stares straight at 
the scissors, at the orange handles, the dark blades. He wonders if that means they’re forever 
clean, but there’s the scream of that firm voice in his head that says your blood is dirty filthy 
wretched, you perfect Jewish man and he thinks, he knows, he’! never have the privilege of 
encountering anything forever clean ever again because he’s soiled. He’s disgusting. And all 
he’s doing here is spreading it around, getting the mud on everyone else. “I just need a 
second.” 


Kyle’s hands shake as he hugs himself, rubbing his arms. He needs to hide the proof, hide the 
evidence, a game since he knows that, if he doesn’t come clean to anyone else, if he hides it 
and says it didn’t happen, he can get away with never having to deal with it ever again. 
Right? He can do that, get lost in a buzzing rhythm until the sheer monotony of every day life 
allows him to forget, until the sheer sense of normalcy around him through the close- 
proximity of all of these regular, clean, human people makes him regular, clean, human. 


He rubs his arms harder to feel secure. 
Clyde hums a soft chuckle. A couple moments later, he says, “Man, Beertje would love you.” 


Kyle furrows his brows, finally looking up. Clyde is smiling, but it looks sad. Softly, Kyle 
questions, “““Beertje’?” 


Clyde just shakes his head. “Forget I said anything.” 


Kyle nods, swallows. He returns to staring at the wall, continuing to rub his arms as if he’s 
cold. In many ways, he is. In some ways, he thinks he’s just trying to feel like his skin 
belongs to him, like he’s not a foreigner in a land he’s always lived in. 


He wonders if it’s human nature to belong, and if he counts as human otherwise. 


“Kyle?” Clyde says. Kyle shakes his head. He looks down at his lap. Searching for comfort, 
he falls into the knowledge of his flaws. Too big, too fleshy, too fat, too much, too much 
space, too much time, stop wasting it, stop wasting it, stop wasting it. “It’s okay.” 


With fearful eyes and breaths that refuse to come in, Kyle glances up. 
“It’s okay, man,” says Clyde. “You’re safe here.” 


There is no part of Kyle that feels safe right now, but he nods anyway. He listens to the words 
anyway. He pretends anyway. 


It’s quiet. 
Kyle feels nothing. 


Kyle isn’t thinking about that. He’d be willing to bet on the fact that he’s not really thinking 
about anything at all. He doesn’t really know, though. His attention is grabbed by thoughts of 
the Expo marker again. He knows there’s stuff, but he can’t make sense of it. 


He gains a distance. He is entirely separated from himself, and he thinks that helps him stay 
calm under the weight of it all. He’s tired and he just wants to sleep, but at the same time he’s 
so light and airy, like he will float away if he’s not careful. In some ways, that makes him feel 
protected, because even if all of this does end up hurting him, at least he’ll be able to feel 
something. 


Kyle looks up, looks at Clyde, his expression which has fallen soft around the edges. It’s the 
sympathy that Kyle has built up to mean something so awful, so unnecessary. It makes him 
uncomfortable, and renews the dirt that won’t remove itself from his skin. He thinks, though, 
that if he’s going to feel gross and muddy and coated in dead skin and dust and debris— if 
he’s going to feel unable to move or breathe without being reminded of grease and sweat and 
spit, if that’s what’s going to happen, he might as well be in control of it. 


“Okay,” Kyle says. Clyde nods. 
“What can I do to help you right now?” Clyde asks. 


He means to say I don t know what to say, what to think, but he only says, “How did you 
almost die?” 


Silence. 


Regret. 


Uncomfortable, Clyde says, “It’s... hard to explain.” 


“Not like we’re going anywhere anytime soon,” Kyle says bitterly. Clyde chuckles at that, 
though he’s just as bitter about it. 


A brief pause. 
Without thinking, Kyle blurts, “I’m scared I might keep doing it.” 
Clyde swallows, appearing shocked. Eventually, he nods. He looks down. 


Kyle’s lungs, his throat and his airways, they constrict and cramp and hurt. He swallows 
through it as if it doesn’t exist. He changes his fidget from rubbing his arms to fumbling with 
the scarf. 


“If you keep it up long enough,” Clyde says. “If you—... long enough, you can get 
electrolyte imbalances. If your electrolytes are too screwed up, they can cause things like 
seizures and comas and... um, cardiac arrest.” 


No. Kyle inhales and looks over at Clyde again. Clyde has swung his legs over the side of the 
cot, feet firmly planted on the floor. He almost appears as if he’ll stand up, but he won’t. His 
elbows rest on his knees, he fidgets with his fingers. His expression is pensive. 


“That day, I’d been having issues catching my breath and stuff pretty much the whole 
morning,” Clyde whispers it. He swallows. He purposefully doesn’t look at Kyle. “After 
lunch, I was rinsing my mouth out in the bathroom. And then Butters and Tweek come in, 
and they start talking about... I don’t know, some audition they have to get to. It eventually 
gets hard to breathe. Like, really hard to breathe, and there’s this, like... massive, crushing 
weight on my chest. Next thing I know...” 


Kyle feels like he’s going to throw up. 
Clyde’s voice cracks as he says, “I’m on the ground.” 


That’s the limit. Clyde lowers his head into his hands and goes silent. The guilt that Kyle 
feels is sharp. A sensitive regret that makes something deep in his chest ache. It’s welcomed, 
though— as strange as it might sound, that dark forbidding feeling in his chest, it’s nice. 
Because he recognizes it. He knows it. He’s used to it, this feeling— and it’s different, in 
comparison to the constant, wailing, brutal destruction of his own design. 


“T can’t,” Clyde mutters. “I can’t— I’m sorry, I—” 
“Hey, take a breath,” Kyle says. 

Clyde does. 

Kyle sees Ike. 


Kyle lets go of himself. He pushes himself upright and travels the few feet to the cot Clyde 
occupies. Clyde hasn’t moved, not at all, from where he is hunched over. He’s shaking, like 


he’s working hard not to cry— or, maybe, he already is crying. Maybe he’s trying to stop. 
Whatever is going on, Clyde’s face is hidden and he’s not making any noise. 


Just as silent, Kyle sits down next to Clyde. 


Because that meaningful feeling, that firmness in his chest, it’s a protective ache. Kyle wraps 
an arm around Clyde and pulls him close. 


“It’s okay,” says Kyle, saying the very platitude he himself hates. “You’re not alone.” 


Clyde calms down soon. He calms down with the speed of someone who has had to calm 
down like that many times in the past. 


When he’s recovered, there’s that smile. And matched with it, Clyde says one thing: “Neither 
are you.” 


Clyde smells like flowers and cinnamon and something sweeter. Like girls’ perfume. 
An undertone of apples. 


And Kyle’s pretty sure there’s never going to be a point where he’s ready to talk about what 
Eric did to him. 


So, when the time comes— when Miss James comes back, and when Mr. Mackey makes an 
appearance, and when his father steps in with this look of solemn knowing concern and 
distress on his face— 


Kyle bites the bullet and just does it anyway, trying and failing not to think about the way it 
looked and felt, getting lost in the images. He’s still looking at the scissors, but he’s not 
seeing them. 


And then he’s done. 
It’s done. 


He feels even dirtier, even more disgusting, but he told them what happened and he guesses 
that he’s relieved now that it’s over. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Home. 


Chapter Summary 


That Home will feel real again. 


Chapter Notes 


this chapter takes place during WADBT Chapter 64: Epilogue 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Once it’s said, everything is different without being too different. Maybe it’s an invisible 
change, but Kyle would be willing to bet that it’s more than that. Something in the fabric of 
the universe has folded, as melded, has adjusted to meet with something he’s never even 
acknowledged the existence of. He thinks he finds it funny, that now that it’s over, he finally 
feels the true acknowledgment of what nothing can really be. 


The next day is Tuesday, but it doesn’t really matter. No one makes him go to school. It 
makes Kyle wonder exactly what people will be told, if anything. He hopes everyone will 
continue to act under the impression that nothing is wrong and everything is just the way it 
should be. But he recalls the announcement over the loudspeaker the day after Stan made an 
attempt on his own life, and Kyle suddenly finds that privacy might not be quite what it’s 
made out to be in the first place. 


Hospital visits and therapist visits and retelling his “story”, as people call it. Like it’s some 
plot line meant to make people feel. He’s not forced to speak with the police, necessarily, but 
Miss James and Mr. Mackey and Dad all urged him to go to the police with it. To report and 
say he wants to press charges even though he doesn’t actually know if he wants to. He can’t 
figure out how he feels about anything at all. 


He still can’t possibly see how it could be a crime. Something so objectively heinous, yes, but 
to actually go to the police with it? To report it properly? He doesn’t want to. He knows he 
should, but he doesn’t. 


He feels pressured to choose, and he doesn’t have an answer. He doesn’t even know the 
options, really. He doesn’t think he really wants to. 


Kyle spends Tuesday as far away from his room as he can get. Eventually, Dad gives him the 
go-ahead to visit Stan’s house. Missus Marsh is there, and she allows him inside. They talk a 
little bit, about nothing in particular. Then, Kyle dismisses himself to Stan’s room and lays on 


that mattress and inhales the smell that’s so wholly Stan. That’s more than the apple 
shampoo, it’s more than the weed, it’s more than the whiskey. 


It’s the post-game musk, the scent of toast, the saccharine of mango. 


Kyle tries not to move, tries not to ruin the bedspread. He curls up on his side. He presses his 
face into Stan’s pillow. He breathes in the beauty of the human being he wants more than 
anyone else in the world, right now. 


Only when Kyle starts to cry, does he sit up. He doesn’t want to stain Stan’s sheets or 
pillowcase or anything. He wants to keep smelling that smell, but he doesn’t want to break 
the fragility of the air, or the sacredness of it. In this room, with hiccuping breaths which he 
smothers with the palm of his hand, Kyle whispers a prayer to anyone willing to listen about 
hope and futures and wishing, more than anything, that Home will come back to him. 


That Home will feel real again. 


But it doesn’t happen all at once. He knows that, and it just makes him want to stay longer. 
Forever, even, if the possibility of it feeling real would get him through it all. He thinks it’s a 
lot of pressure to put on a concept, though, and even if he was physically capable of laying 
here all day, there’s no way Missus Marsh would allow him to do that. 


Kyle just has to figure out where he’s supposed to go now. He doesn’t want to go home, and 
he can’t stay here. It’s not like he can just show up at school like nothing happened. He 
wonders where kids like him go when they have nowhere to turn. He contemplates the 
hospital, but the last thing he wants to do is smell the thickness of that stench— dog food, 
stale urine, attempts at cleaning with thinly-layered bleach. 


He doesn’t know if it’s because he’s distracted, or if it’s something else, but when his phone 
buzzes in his pocket, he nearly leaps out of his skin. His heart races, his breath catches. 
Unsure of how to take his own sudden startle, Kyle simply takes a moment to breathe. He 
can’t explain where his thoughts went, because they didn’t go anywhere. He knows that he 
doesn’t want to check his phone, though, and he knows he’s afraid of what he might see. 


Of who might be contacting him. 


Only when his phone buzzes again, does Kyle reach into his pocket to pull out his cell. He 
swipes the message before he can see it, entering his passcode so he can read the full 
conversation of who is trying to reach him, and not some stilted version— something to make 
him fearful or nervous. More fearful and more nervous than he already is, at least. Besides, 
he doesn’t want to get distracted in the queue of his contacts, the list, the little reminders of 
what he has said and what has been said to him. Just thinking about it makes his skin crawl. 


It’s Clyde. 
Clyde 


Today 1:44 PM 
hey! Sorry ur out today, Ill try visiting after school if u want? 


anyway, I just wanted to give u tweek’s number. I gotta be honest, I don’t know what it’s like 
to be going thru what ur going thru but he’s a good person to talk to, if u want to. PI give u 
his number. 


Kyle swallows. He hesitates, tapping his thumbs mindlessly on his screen, watching the 
random letters pop into his reply box. It’s only once he’s sent it that he realizes what he typed 
wasn’t random; it’s legible, it makes sense. 


Clyde 


I don’t want Tweek’s number right now. I’ll be on the football field in half an hour, though. If 
you could let him know, that’d be great. 


Although still entirely unsure of the interaction, and the state of mind he has to be in for him 
to unknowingly write back a logical text, Kyle ultimately does decide to act on it. He brushes 
his shirt free of the dirt and bugs that he logically knows don’t exist, and pushes his phone 
into his pocket. On his way out the door, he grabs one of Stan’s sweaters from the closet and 
tugs it on over his arms. 


It’s baggy in a way that Stan’s sweaters have never been baggy on Kyle, and that realization 
makes him go still. 


Being told you’ve lost weight is one thing, but realizing you truly have lost weight is entirely 
different. 


Kyle hugs the sweater tight around himself and exits the room. In seconds, he’s down the 
stairs and out the front door, trekking through the slush of half-melted snow he can blame on 
early February and unreliable temperatures. 


By the time he makes it to the football field, he’s surrounded by the scent of apples and the 
clean of winter. 


Kyle climbs the bleachers and sits down a few rows up, high enough so he can see the field in 
its entirety, but low enough so he can run if a quick escape must be made. 


Kyle closes his eyes and tries not to think. His brain doesn’t shut off on demand, though. He 
sees a mix of images and all of them hurt him in different ways. Cuts and bruises and 
invisible impacts, he finds himself feeling fear and disgust and worry. When he opens his 
eyes again, he remembers that he’s sitting on the field and he suddenly finds himself 
transported to a time where he used to come here regularly. Moral support for Stan at games, 
or just to run around the track when Stan got too hyper for his own good. 


That memory, Kyle chuckles at. The way Stan would bounce on his feet and you could just 
tell. He wants to get out, he wants to run, to go-go-go. Kyle remembers those moments so 
well, and they’re beautiful in retrospect. He feels horribly sad, realizing the beauty of them 
only upon looking back. 


He thinks he wants to cry, but he doesn’t think he’s physically capable of it right now. 


Minutes later, or maybe it’s hours, Kyle looks over to see Tweek trekking to the bleachers. 
He’s dressed in one of Craig’s deep blue hoodies and a pair of shoes that look soaking wet. 
He’s shaking like a leaf. As he goes to climb the stairs, he leaves footprints on the cement. A 
flock of birds flies soundlessly overhead, black and uniform. It’s almost macabre— the 
knowledge, the hint, the realization. 


The silence. 


Tweek sits himself down next to Kyle, and it’s abruptly awkward. Kyle hasn’t spoken to 
Tweek, or even really seen him around, since the day Kyle tried to choke Craig. Is Kyle 
supposed to apologize for that? He doesn’t know, admittedly, if it really matters. If Tweek 
gets it, nonetheless. Even if he wanted to, Kyle doesn’t get the chance. Tweek speaks first. 


“T heard about what happened,” Tweek says, gazing out over the football field. Kyle only 
grunts in response. The wind picks up. Kyle grabs the sides of Stan’s sweater and tugs it 
closed in the offending chill. It does nothing; it cuts straight through him, a knife of weather. 
Tweek just continues to shiver. “Do you... do you want to talk about it? It can help, I... I 
didn’t think it’d help, before, but it does, it... I won’t lie and say it’ll fix everything, nothing 
will do that, but it can make a difference, just to get the weight off of your chest and say—” 


“No,” Kyle says. 
“Okay.” 


More wind. More birds. Kyle refuses to look at Tweek directly. Kyle has questions that he 
wants to ask, but he doesn’t want to ask them. He feels like a child. 


Tweek pulls something that sounds like a paper out of his pocket. Kyle hears it. He expects 
Tweek to do something with it, but nothing happens for a while. It’s just them, in the frozen 
cold, until Kyle finally glances over. He gazes over the paper lazily, not really interested in it 
or its contents. It’s just a folded piece of notebook paper. Tweek doesn’t seem too expectant 
of a reaction. 


“What’s this?” Tweek finally asks. He begins to unfold it to display the contents. As soon as 
the first verse is visible, Kyle snaps into action and yanks it away. Carefully, he folds it with 
shaking hands, reddened from the chill and paling from the pressure of his grip. What the 
fuck is Tweek doing with this? Kyle shoved it into Stan’s locker the day after the attempt. He 
was hoping, praying, that if it wouldn’t work for his mother, maybe it’d work for Stan. 


“Where did you get this?” Kyle asks. 


“It was sticking out of Stan’s locker, man... if you don’t want people snooping in your shit, 
take better care of how you hide it,” Tweek says. Kyle scowls. Tweek turns away, kicking at a 
flattened, wet leaf on the bench seat immediately in front of them. “So, what is it?” 


Kyle doesn’t want to tell. He’s embarrassed about his obsession with the Psalm. He’s 
ashamed, because it didn’t even do anything. It just made him look and feel crazy. 


Eventually, though, he’s driven by some force. He’s driven by his own need to open up to 
someone who isn’t going to pull away or get it or be payed to try to get it. “Mizmor leDavid,” 
Kyle murmurs. 


“What’s that?” Tweek asks. 
Bitterly, Kyle replies, “Look it up.” 


After fidgeting with that piece of paper for far too long, he gingerly puts it into the pocket of 
Stan’s sweater. A final hope. His gaze, angry and burning, observes the unreachable skyline. 
It’s hard to see. 


Tweek asks, “He did it to you, too, didn’t he?” 


Kyle doesn’t move. His attention remains unwavering on the horizon. A second passes. Kyle 
scratches the side of his nose. Another second. Finally, he croaks: “What do you mean?” 


Tweek tucks his arms, crossing them over his chest. He shakes like an addict looking for a 
fix, for fucks’ sake. Kyle sees it out of the corner of his vision. 


“The game,” Tweek finally adds. Kyle’s lungs threaten to collapse; he inhales so they don’t. 
Tweek inhales, too, and Kyle realizes that Tweek has been just as affected by it as Kyle is 
right now. “The sick game, the one with the—” 


“Yeah,” Kyle blurts, needing it to stop. He scoots back on the bench seat, pulling his knees up 
to his chest as comfortably as he can manage. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe, Kyle, its okay. 
You’re okay. “Yeah, I get it, I know.” 


Come on. Keep breathing. Good. 


“You're wearing Craig’s sweater,” Kyle says, much too judgmental given the situation. If he 
had the mental bandwidth, he would scoff at himself. Tweek doesn’t seem to care. He taps his 
foot rhythmically against the seat of the bleacher he sits behind. 


“So?” he asks. He glances over at Kyle, who still hugs himself from the cold. “You’re 
wearing Stan’s.” 


Kyle doesn’t say anything to that. He just pulls the sweater tighter. 
The sky is one giant cloud, Kyle notices in sharp distaste. 


Tweek grips the ends of his sleeves in his palms and brings his hands to his face, breathing in. 
Kyle watches. He remembers Butters, and Wendy, and Clyde. “Is he going to be okay?” Kyle 
asks. 


Tweek glances over again. He keeps his face buried in the fabric of Craig’s sweater. “I don’t 
know,” he answers. “Craig acts all tough, but he’s really a big softy, y know? He’s not cut out 
for prison, man.” 


Kyle nods, even though he’s never known Craig to be anything but... Craig. 


“He broke up with me, did you know that?” Tweek asks. Kyle thinks, for a moment, that his 
heart stops. Tweek shuts his eyes for a moment. When they open again, they appear 
desperate. Searching, almost. “When I went to visit, he broke up with me, he... he said he 
didn’t want to monopolize me, since he doesn’t know how long he’Il be in there, and I 
think...” 


Tweek trails off. He picks more quickly at the ends of his sleeves. 


“Jesus, man, I— I love him, and I don’t want to lose him,” Tweek says. “But at the same 
time, I think— I think, in order to show him I love him, I have to let this happen, y’ know? I 
have to learn the difference between when I can fix things, and when I can’t... and I think 
this is something I can’t.” 


“That’s...” Kyle ducks his head down, staring at the blank reflection of nothing that comes 
from somewhere within the bleachers below their feet. Grass has been torn up beneath the 

bleachers. Kyle can see it in the holes between the seats. Little strips. Little patterns. Little 
things. Kyle shakes his head. He feels sick to his stomach. “You’re giving up.” 


“T’m not giving up,” Tweek says. “I’m letting go, and he is, too— we’re moving on, and 
that’s okay.” 


Why does hearing this make Kyle’s entire body become painful? Why does hearing this make 
him want to scream? He asks, “It doesn’t hurt?” 


“Of course it hurts,” says Tweek. “I want nothing more than to protect him and make him 
happy.” 


Angrily, Kyle snaps, “Then try.” 
Try in the way I fucking can t anymore. 
The thought is so abrupt, it forces Kyle to reel. 


“We did try, okay? For a long time, we tried, and it didn’t work.” Tweek sighs, pushing his 
fingers through his hair. “We love each other, but we’re not meant for each other, y’ know? 
We’re still friends, we’re still going to be there for each other however we can, with all of 
this bullshit, it’s just... going to be different.” 


Kyle doesn’t say anything. 
The trees have no leaves on them. It’s February. 
Stan isn’t dead, Kyle reminds himself. He’s not dead. He’ not. 


“Is he going to be okay?” Tweek asks, nodding to Kyle’s sweater. Kyle recoils, offended, 
immediately jerking his gaze up. 


“He’ll be okay,” Kyle says, insistently. “He’ll be okay, he has to be okay.” 


Tweek scoots a little closer. Kyle tenses automatically, ready to flee, prepared to run, or fight, 
or freeze and just let everything happen all over again (the smell of it the taste of it the hurt 
the pain the confusion of it how did I get on my knees what happened?) 


Kyle blinks. Tweek looks tense, too. 
Tweek isn’t shaking anymore. 


“Look, I know you said you don’t want to talk about it, but if you ever need to talk...” Tweek 
says, turning to face Kyle. Kyle shakes his head and averts his gaze. “Jesus, man, I’m being 
serious, look at me.” 


No no no. If I look at you, I'll break down. I'll cry. I'll scream. But Kyle looks. 


“If you ever need to talk, for any reason— whether it be about homework, or Stan, or... 
Jesus, Cartman— I’m... I’m open, okay?” Tweek had started strong, but ended self- 
consciously. He suddenly begins to stutter, clarifications slipping out before Kyle can process 
the fact that his entire body went numb at just the mention of Eric. “Or— hell, if you don’t— 
urg— want to talk, and you just want to be in the, ah— same room with another human 
being, I’m here. I mean, like, I— ugh— get it. I don’t know w-what the fuck he did to you, e- 
exactly, but I-I-I know... I know what it’s like to lose...” 


Tweek disappears into himself for a split second. His eyes glaze, and Kyle wonders if Tweek 
even notices it, because he starts up again like nothing happened. 


“control, and it’s terrifying, okay?” 
Control. 


The urge to vomit. The itch to stick his fingers down his throat. The begging of his body to 
feel empty or light or better in any way. Wide-eyed and fearful, Kyle can’t move. He can’t 
breathe. Tweek inhales. 


“It’s terrifying,” Tweek chokes, “And no one deserves to go through that— to go through this 
— alone.” 


Alone. 

You’re not alone. 
Neither are you. 
Is anyone? 


Not wanting to lose the feeling, not wanting to lose the chance to not be alone, Kyle squeezes 
his eyes shut and whispers, “I need to talk about it.” 


But closing his eyes makes it so much worse. It plays the images at a faster, more intense 
speed, and he remembers why he hasn’t been able to sleep for the past few nights. Why he 
has done nothing but toss and turn and hope for the best when it won’t just be handed to him. 


He’s scared of the work he’s going to need to do, to get better. To not throw up, to control his 
diabetes without trying to control his weight. 


The fact that Stan’s sweaters don’t fit him anymore, that he’s lost so much weight the damn 
thing is almost falling off of him and Stan was a really healthy weight— it’s scary. He’s 
always been thinner than Stan, but he’s never had issues fitting into Stan’s clothing. 


And it becomes clear to him, that one part: he s always been thinner than Stan. 


Kyle has no idea when the fuck that view of himself changed, because it wasn’t recent. It 
wasn’t just a month ago, when everything started. It wasn’t even six months ago, or a year 
ago. Maybe it was in middle school, when he was faced with so many things he couldn’t 
handle. His realization that he was gay, or his budding attraction to his best friend, who was 
painfully straight— or, who he assumed to be painfully straight. 


Stan dated Wendy for years. Almost a decade. 
Almost a fucking decade and Kyle just— 


“Okay,” Tweek says, the word breaking through Kyle’s abyss. Kyle opens his eyes and stares 
out at the empty field. He swears, for a moment, that he sees the 93 yard touchdown. 


“Does it ever get better?” Kyle asks. “Will I ever feel clean again?” 


The silence makes Kyle feel like he said something wrong. He looks over. Tweek has this 
strange, almost pained look on his face. 


It’s a while before Tweek really says anything. 


“It gets better,” Tweek says, but he’s awfully hesitant. He cards his fingers through his hair, 
the shaking picking back up. “Of course it gets better, everything gets better with time, it’s 
just— it doesn’t go away. It won’t go away, not entirely.” 


Kyle nods, even though the answer didn’t really help make him feel better. He guesses he 
appreciates the honesty, even if it does give him a foreboding emotion tucked deep into the 
darkest corners of his stomach. He gets the urge to throw up, again. He gets it and it hurts 
him because he knows he can’t do it anymore. 


Tweek looks over, contemplative with his brows slightly furrowed like he’s afraid he’s going 
to say something wrong. If Tweek feels that way, Kyle can’t imagine why Clyde thought this 
would be a good idea. After a moment, Tweek breathes in... and out. “I don’t know how 
much detail you want,” he says, “But, like, for example... improv will always make me panic 
now, but I can kiss and cuddle and make out with Craig and that doesn’t bother me. I’ve 
gotten to a place where I feel like I can have sex and it won’t fuck me up. But even if I’m not, 
if I discover I can’t do that, there’s nothing stopping me from being able to say ‘no’, you 
know? Hell, if anything— fuck, this is going to sound so fucked up.” 


Tweek looks away, and looks around, searching for invisible bystanders or people who will 
spread this as gossip. There’s no one, of course. A brief acknowledgment of what has been 


said, and what will be said, occurs. Tweek returns to the conversation. 


“This is going to sound fucked up as all hell,” Tweek says, “But if anything, I think that... 
what happened, almost made it— like, easier, for me to say ‘no’, if I have to. Because my 
body is so fine-attuned to what I can and can’t handle now, after it, that... I know. And, like, 
it’s not comfortable, but I know I can trust myself to know when it’s too much.” 


Such a concept is alien, foreign in a way that confuses Kyle. He feels strange about himself 
and his own reactions. He tries to pinpoint whether that’s been true for himself, or if that’s 
just a Tweek thing. The nausea licks up his ribs and peppers in the back of his throat. “Did it 
start out that way?” asks Kyle. 


A noise comes from Tweek’s throat. Kyle thinks it’s a tic for a moment, but it becomes very 
clear that it had been a scoff. Tweek shakes his head, laughing at himself. “Jesus, dude, no,” 
he says. “I was a fucking wreck, I— Jesus, I skipped theater class for a while after that. I 
don’t even remember most of the worst of it, it’s like I wasn’t even there. Like— like my 
brain blocked everything out that wasn’t necessary for survival.” 


“Will my brain do that?” Kyle asks. He almost cringes at how hopeful he sounds. That he’ll 
forget, that his brain will erase the worst of it, that he’ll have walls he can’t look past and 
doesn’t want to because behind them lays the worst of his experiences. Tweek’s expression 
falls, a frown. He fidgets with his fingers, taps his foot, and his eyes dart away. 


“I don’t know,” Tweek finally replies, looking back to Kyle. “Not everyone deals with it the 
same way. I don’t even think it’s very healthy to block it out totally the way I did, but... but I 
don’t think I really had... control, over the way my brain shut it down. I don’t know, it’s... 
fucked.” 


Kyle nods. He looks down at his own hands, grips nothing and opens them. The backs of his 
hands, the skin of them, they’re dry. Cracking and his knuckles have scabbed and bled and 
scabbed again. His nails look terrible. He guesses he has stomach acid to blame for that, huh? 
They look like he’s been scraping them against a brick. 


How... unsightly. 
“How much?” asks Kyle. “How much did Clyde tell you?” 


Kyle looks up. Tweek has this knowing look on his face, but his words speak differently. “He 
didn’t tell me anything,” Tweek says. “He told me I should talk to you, that’s all.” 


“Nothing about... details?” 
“No,” Tweek says. “Nothing about details.” 


They look at each other. Kyle becomes increasingly aware of the color of Tweek’s eyes. 
Hazel. The same color as his own. He doesn’t know why, but something about the fact that 
their eyes look so similar is strange to him. Something about the fact that they’ ve both been 
victims of the same thing is strange to him. Something about it, and maybe it’s a ridiculous 
notion, but something about it feels wrong. 


“Why do you think Eric did it?” Kyle asks. Tweek makes a sharp inhale at the name. “What 
do you think was the point? Why us? Why... you?” 


Kyle doesn’t know what he expects to hear, but he knows he doesn’t expect silence. Tweek 
frowns and appears conflicted to some extent. His foot bounces harder and Kyle becomes, 
once more, aware of his shaking. He must be really cold. 


“Why—” 


“T don’t know,” Tweek interrupts. A flame kindles behind his eyes, but it’s a light one— an 
empty one, made of dimmed sunlight and a dark room. Tweek rubs his hands over his face, 
pushes back his hair, and then drops his hands back into his lap. “I have no fucking idea, and 
I wish I did. I wish I got it. I wish I knew why he made me do what he made me do, I wish I 
didn’t feel obligated or scared that he’d...” 


The distance. Miles and miles behind his eyes. 


Kyle feels sick. He doesn’t want to be having this conversation, but he thinks he might need 
to have it. He thinks they both might need to have it. 


“What leverage did he have on you?” Kyle asks. “For me, he had my mom, but... I don’t 
understand what he’d have on you.” 


Miles and miles and miles more, Tweek gazes off toward the football field. Kyle believes he 
may have asked the wrong question. May have made the wrong statement, or made a wrong 
turn, or done something else wrong. The way Tweek looks down at the fake grass is telling, 

and the last thing he wants to do is trigger something that’ll fuck up progress of some sort. 


The last thing he wants to do is make it worse, but he has no idea what makes it worse and 
what makes it better. Even for himself, he’s not sure. He doesn’t know if he should be sure or 
not, or if he should even try and figure out other people when he’s still in the middle of it all. 
He wonders if... if he should even be doing this at all. 


“He...” but Tweek falls quiet again. For a moment, Tweek drops his head into his hands, 
elbows on his knees, foot bouncing. When he sits back up, it’s with red cheeks and a renewed 
vigor. “He said he’d rat out Craig, if I didn’t do what he wanted. He said— for fuck’s sake, he 
said he would report Craig to the police for being a dealer if I didn’t follow through with his 
fucking tasks.” 


Kyle feels lightheaded. “How... when did all of this happen?” 


c 


‘I... a little over a year ago? Sophomore year, December,” Tweek says. “I— I think, I 
don’t... it’d be in my texts, but I haven’t looked at them since... since he called it off.” 


“called it off?” 
“Yeah,” Tweek says. “Has he not called it off for you?” 


Renewed in his horror, Kyle shakes his head. Tweek shakes his own, though he appears like 
he’s trying to be supportive or reassuring. 


“It’s okay,” Tweek says. “That’s okay, dude, just because he hasn’t called it off doesn’t mean 
it’s not over. It’s over.” 


“Does he just—” Kyle swallows. “Does he just... text you ‘game over’ or something?” 


“Something like that, yeah,” Tweek answers. “It took him a while to tell me ‘game over’, 
though. From what I know, I think Butters got to Eric again before he could send me any 
more tasks and ended it that way.” 


Another piece of the puzzle that Kyle hadn’t even realized he’d been curious about. Butters’ 
role in all of this, the minimalistic manner in which he’s noticed it, but the definitiveness with 
which it exists— curious, Kyle asks, “What do you mean? What does Butters have to do with 
this?” 


“Butters is probably one of the most...” Tweek trails off. “...dark, twisted, intelligent people 
you’ll ever meet.” 


If there’s one thing that Kyle doesn’t expect to hear, it’s that. “What?” he asks, incredulous. 


“That sweet, innocent crap— it’s all an act, dude, he’s— hell, man, I mean...” Tweek shakes 
his head. He scoots forward on the bleacher, as if contemplating standing up. Without 
thinking, Kyle follows the action, putting his feet down on the ground rather than having 
them up on his seat with him. “From what I know, Butters is the one who started the game in 
the first place.” 


A panic anew rekindles the torch of oddity within Kyle’s gut. He swallows down a slight 
increase in saliva production and presses a hand to his forehead, trying to steady the 
uneasiness he suddenly has been overcome with. “What do you mean?” Kyle asks again, 
though he doesn’t know if he wants to know. 


“T guess Eric suggested he might fuck with Kenny, and Butters went a little...” this time, the 
pause is intentional. It’s meaningful, a search, a knowledge that no words can really explain 
just what happened. 


“He snapped?” Kyle asks. Tweek nods. 


“T guess,” he says. “Butters hasn’t told me much, just that Eric ‘threatened Kenny’ and that 
he ‘took care of it’. I don’t know, but, man, am I glad I’m on Butters’ good side.” 


“So... what did Butters do to help you?” Kyle asks. 


“I guess he sent Eric a link to a virus that fucked up his phone, so he couldn’t use it,” Tweek 
says. “I don’t know how that shit works, but I guess Butters does. Enough to force Eric to get 
a new phone, at least.” 


“Fuck,” Kyle says. He takes a moment to breathe. “That’s... fucking terrifying.” 


“Yeah,” Tweek says. “I’m grateful, though. I guess Eric had more in store for me, but Butters 
found out before anything else could happen. So he fucked up Eric’s phone. I remember it 
was... four in the morning, almost, when I got a call from Eric, who was using Butters’ 


phone. And he basically said, like, ‘Game over.’ And I was like, y’know, ‘What?’ and he 
said, ‘Game over, congratulations. You survived.’ And that was the end of it, that... that was 
it.” 


Kyle can only think of one thing to say. “Holy shit,” he whispers. 
“Yeah,” says Tweek. “Holy shit.” 


Tweek stands up. He pulls his phone out of his pocket and unlocks it. After a moment of 
silence, he looks at Kyle. 


“Hey, I’m thinking of getting a ride from Clyde to go visit Stan,” Tweek says. “Do you want 
to come with us?” 


“Yeah,” Kyle says. He doesn’t even have to think about it. As much as he knows Dad would 
be willing to give him a ride, he doesn’t want to have that pressure on him. He just wants to 
be able to go and sit with Stan and Tweek and Clyde. Sit with peers, and not feel overly 
watched or anything. 


A moment passes, Tweek types something— Kyle can only assume he’s texting Clyde— and 
after another few seconds, Tweek pockets his phone again. “He’s in the parking lot,” he says. 
“You ready to go?” 


Kyle nods. He stands up and follows Tweek down the steps. He ignores the gross sound of 
that snowy mush against the soles of their shoes, ignores the smell of clean and dirty and 
apple, ignores the visual of footprints left on wet cement. They make it to the parking lot in a 
few minutes, and then they scan the rows for Clyde’s car. 


It’s a pretty decent car. A red 2008 Land Rover, one that’s pretty clean on the inside. Tweek 
climbs into the passenger’s seat, and Kyle slips into the back. It’s spacious back here, and the 
seats are pretty nice. There’s a slightly outdated GPS built into the center console, but Kyle’s 
not the one driving, so it’s ultimately none of his concern. 


As soon as they start driving, Clyde starts narrating, but Kyle only really tunes in once they 
hit the highway. 


“Land Rover speeds up to sixty-five to pass a Mitsubishi who is stumbling along,” Clyde 
says. Kyle perks up, watching Clyde as he sticks his tongue out and focuses on checking the 
mirrors to make sure he’s ahead enough to change back into the right lane. “And the pass is 
successful! That’s a gain of a first down for the home team!” 


It takes Kyle a moment to realize what Clyde is doing. 


“Dude,” Kyle says. “Are you actually pretending to be one of those football commentators? 
While driving?” 


Clyde bursts into laughter, distracted enough to drift slightly to the right. Tweek yelps, 
“Jesus, look where you’re going, we’re gonna die!” but Clyde regains control of the car 


before they sustain damage of any sort. Though Kyle feels a little shaken, and Tweek looks a 
little traumatized. Tweek wheezes loudly in relief. “Never do that again!” 


“Aw, come on, lighten up a little,” Clyde says. “We’re fine, see? I could do this without 
hands!” 


Clyde lifts his hands off of the steering wheel. Tweek shrieks. 
Kyle rolls his eyes and hides the smile growing on his face. 


They get to the hospital in a matter of fifteen minutes, and when they park, Kyle unbuckles 
and opens the door. As soon as he sees the parking lot below him, his body freezes halfway 
out. 


The back of his head hurts, throbs, like the blow is new again. Being hovered over and being 
pulled up, put into the backseat of Eric’s car. He feels someone drag their hands over his 
back, around his sides, roll him over until he stares up at the ceiling of the Ford Fusion. On 
that car ceiling, there is a stain. A dark stain, one that has been there so long it has been 
forgotten about. One that looks exactly like—... 


The stain Kyle saw under the dining table. The stain that never existed. 
“Kyle?” 


Kyle snaps up, out of his daze. He hasn’t moved, and no one has touched him. He’s still 
sitting, half-in half-out of the Land Rover. Tweek is standing in front of him, expression 
empathetic. 


“Do you need a second?” Tweek asks. The question catches Kyle off-guard. He only shakes 
his head in explanation to the fact that he’s alright, finding that he’s not interested in using his 
words at the moment. 


They enter the hospital without further issue. 
Sitting in Stan’s room with the two of them is strangely cathartic. 


At some point, Clyde announces that he needs to go get ready for the volunteer work he 
signed up for, and leaves them to it. 


Then, it’s himself, Tweek, and Stan. 

Silent. 

Kyle, sitting in a pulled-up chair. Tweek, on the bed next to Stan. 

Tweek says something, but it takes a moment for Kyle to fully process it. 


“Tell me what’s going through your head right now,” Tweek says. For a moment, Kyle thinks 
Tweek might be talking to Stan. Or a nurse, or maybe Clyde came back— Kyle isn’t sure, but 
he doesn’t expect to be the one addressed. 


“Wh... me?” Kyle asks. Tweek nods. 
“Yeah,” says Tweek. “Tell me what’s going through your head.” 
Kyle gazes down at Stan. 


A lot is going through his head. So much is going through his head, all the time. Past, 
present, future, fears and nerves and anxieties. So much too much infinitely much, and yet... 


“T don’t know what to say,” Kyle says. 
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Project E.R.I.C., pt. 1 


Chapter Summary 


Feeling sick to his stomach, Kyle asks with a cracking voice, “Reminder?” 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


There’s a certain feeling that Kyle gets when he sits next to Stan— as he sits in that pulled-up 
chair next to his bedside, listening to the whirring-clicking of the machines which work 
tirelessly to keep his best friend alive— and that feeling becomes almost unbearable in far too 
fast a time. Sitting where he knows he belongs is one thing, but to know he belongs where 
he’s sitting is entirely another, and it drenches him with fear and confusion before he can do 
much to stop it. When this feeling comes at him, his skin no longer feels dirty but Stan’s hand 
starts to feel like rubber under his palm, all waxy skin and sweat from the lack of separation, 
where Kyle grips him. The waxiness of Stan’s skin starts to scare him, and he wonders if 
that’s it. If that’s the sign that Stan has left, that he is just a body, a human exterior which 
hides the fact that Stan has been gone for a long time. 


Once the sky starts to dim, Kyle’s curiosities and wonderments begin to shake and twist and 
he knows, in that moment, if Stan actually feels as waxy as he does, surely that is not human. 
Surely, it’s not him— if that wax of his skin is there it means he’s dead and he’s gone and 
there’s nothing Kyle can do to get him back. He tries, for a while, to simply hold Stan’s hand 
tighter; to cherish what he’s sure he still has even if he’s unsure of just how accurate his 
assuredness is. And when that doesn’t work, he lowers his face to the bedside and feels the 
knit blanket press against his cheek, something that will dent his skin if he lays there too 
long. He closes his eyes and ignores everything— the sounds, the machines, the almost 
inaudible binging from the nurse’s station. He closes his eyes and waits. For the smells, the 
smell of him, so distinct and natural and beautiful even if that sounds disgusting. 


He would smell of apple and skin and mugginess, of post-game success and bitter, biting 
defeat; he would smell of the omelet he made the morning after, of the weed they smoked 
together, of the mango he’d eaten on that first day. He’d smell of pizza and basketball and 
rolled ankles and reverses and knowledge and stupidity and hope and dreams and if masked 
self-hatred had a scent, he would smell like that, too. 


But all that is left is the hospital. In its bleakness, its morose tortoiseshell hallway wallpaper, 
its plaster and plastic and dog food and cat vomit and urine and bleach, of attempts to make 
things clean. When a person has been in a hospital long enough, they lose their individuality 
and become someone else, someone more neutralized, a bitter base of a human who takes on 
the expectations of an internal structural framework, of the healthcare system. The crushing 
weight of it all will stain skin and glands with the stench of crushed medication, powder, and 


sawdust. No mercy will be had; it’s a stench even the industry itself refuses to appropriately 
acknowledge. The only thing that can fix it is a long week of repeated showering and bathing 
and perfumes or colognes. The only way to expend the mark of its past, of its presence, is to 
scrub it from the skin until, eventually, the memories fade and the smell follows suit. 


Eyes becoming heavy even though closed, Kyle slips into a sleep he hardly recognizes as 
pure sleep until he is being awoken by someone. An outsider, he determines, a threat. He 
lurches up from his slouch over Stan and swats at the person who dared touch him; the room 
is dimmer than it had been before, dare he say almost extraordinarily dark, and he almost 
whimpers at the realization that it had not been an outsider or a threat, but instead Tweek, 
whose pitying look furrows his brows and empathizes his mouth. Kyle swallows and takes in 
his surroundings; the sounds have quieted, Stan is still in bed, and it’s overall significantly 
less overwhelming. He breathes, then— not from assurance that he’s safe, but instead 
assurance that he’s not alone. 


“Hey,” says Tweek, much more calm than Kyle has given him credit for. “It’s almost six, I’m 
getting a ride home from Butters... you want to come with, or would you rather get a ride 
from someone else? Your dad, or something?” 


“No,” Kyle says. “Vl... P1 come with. Thanks.” 


“No problem,” Tweek says. He takes a single step back and his hand flutters in gesture, 
phone grasped lightly within his palm; an urging, a slight flick of the wrist, that Kyle should 
follow. With one final glance toward Stan, Kyle strokes back Stan’s hair and rises to his feet. 
He ignores the manner in which the world around him swims; he ignores the black flakes 
which buzz in front of his eyes, the particles begging for his attention. Even once they exit 
Stan’s hospital room, the dark of it doesn’t leave; Kyle wonders if he’s going to pass out, 
though he ultimately decides he can at least make it to the elevator. They’ve already made it 
through the nurse’s station and down the hall, it’s just a little further. Just another few feet, 
another left turn, and then they’! be in that little alcove with the elevators. 


As soon as they come to a stop, Tweek hits the call button for the elevator, and they sit 
silently listening to the noise of it trekking to their floor. The spots swarming Kyle’s vision 
have gotten bigger, as if he’d been staring at a spread of pepper a few feet away and has now 
taken a few steps closer, now seeing them right up front. He’s certain he can keep himself 
together until at /east the elevator gets to their floor, if not all the way to the car. He feels 
abruptly shaky, however, and when he lifts his hands in front of his chest to rub at them as if 
keeping away the chill of winter, he finds his legs buckling underneath him. He staggers to 
the left just enough to be able to support himself on the wall. Tweek startles at the noise and 
looks over. 


“Holy shit,” Tweek says, quickly approaching. He reaches out as if to set a hand on Kyle’s 
shoulder, but stops himself before the action can complete. Kyle is unsure of how he feels 
about that, whether he’s embarrassed by the hesitance or thankful for it. To compensate, he 
tries not to think about it. It’s a lot easier to do when he’s still fighting the dust dancing 
around his head, making him feel heavy-light and tired. “Jesus, man, when did you last eat?” 


“Um...” Kyle closes his eyes in thought, but that only serves to confuse him further. He 
opens them back up. “Noon? I don’t... I’m gonna sit down for a sec.” 


“I— okay, uh— do you need any—” 


“I’m fine,” Kyle murmurs, and slowly, he lowers himself to a crouch. The elevator lets out a 
soft ping, and the automated female voice announces that the doors are opening. He hears the 
whoosh of them as they follow the statements of that vaguely text-to-speech-like woman. He 
squeezes his eyes shut again and presses the heel of his free hand’s palm into his eyes, trying 
to rid himself of the hypoglycemia without addressing the fact that, one: hypoglycemia 
doesn’t work that way and two: he’s probably just making this worse by delaying eating, 
even if it is just by a few minutes. His stomach bites sharply, and he knows he really needs to 
eat something. He’s trying to be better. He promised he’d try. Even if it hurts him, even if he 
hates it, even if it makes him hate himself, he promised. He swallows, “I’m sorry, I just— I 
need to, uh...” 


“Yeah,” Tweek says. “Yeah, man, Jesus— go ahead, take your time.” 


Kyle nods and sits down on the floor fully. He turns so his back is pressed against the wall, 
using both hands to figure out which pocket he shoved his kit into this morning. He finds it 
tucked into his jeans, and makes quick work of checking. He’s about as low as he thought 
he’d be, and as objectively alarming as the number itself is, he’s gotten used to seeing 
numbers below seventy. That’s a bad thing to be used to, though, isn’t it? 


He grabs his bottle of glucose tablets from his other pocket, dumps a couple into his hands, 
and takes a moment to ritually cringe before putting one into his mouth and forcing himself 
to chew. Immediately, he’s disconcerted by the sheer sweetness of them. He usually tries to 
avoid using glucose tablets; they’re not his favorite things in the world. They’re like 
chewable children’s Tylenol, except... sweeter, and without the distinct gritty-bitterness of 
the actual medicine part. It’s pure sugar. With a little bit of flavoring, sure, but pure sugar 
nonetheless. They’re chalky in a way that coats his mouth. He swallows down the necessary 
tabs and, once he feels more or less normal, he climbs to his feet. He pockets his bottle of 
glucose tabs, but keeps his kit in-hand, just in case. 


Tweek has kept the elevator open with his arm, which Kyle thanks him quietly for, and then 
promptly apologizes (which Tweek tells him he shouldn’t do. “It’s fine,” Tweek says, “I get 
it.” But Kyle can’t help but feel guilty). They enter the elevator and, as they descend, Kyle 
can’t help but dread the fact that he’s going to need to eat a real meal once he gets home. He 
hopes his father hasn’t made something too fattening. If he’s not going to be able to Get It 
Out anymore, than he’s at least going to be eating healthier from now on. No more crap, as 
little fat as possible, cut down on calories whenever he can... simple. And itll work this 
time, he swears. 


Once they reach the ground floor and step off the elevators, Kyle drifts toward the nearby 
bathrooms and grabs a quick sip of water from the drinking fountains; just enough to keep 
himself from being bothered by the dustiness which seems to have coated his entire mouth. 
For this, too, Tweek waits patiently, and says nothing about. But they’ve never been close, or 
particularly unclose, either, for that matter. They know each other from when they were little, 
that’s about it. They’re neutral and while Kyle is fortunate to have someone around him who 
gets what he has gone through, it’s also... bizarre, since they’re not exactly on a casual- 
conversation level with one another. 


Butters is parked near the front, the headlights of the dark gray Chevrolet Monte Carlo 
lighting up the darkness of the rest of the lot. Butters himself stands next to the car, the 
driver’s side door ajar. Kyle makes his way over, shoving his kit into the pocket of Stan’s 
sweater in hopes of pretending, just for a moment, that none of his issues exist. “You guys are 
going to have to sit in the back,” Butters announces when they’re within earshot. Tweek, 
whom had been making his way to the passenger’s side door, glances up before bending 
down to peer into the window. Kyle glances through the windshield, and is surprised to see 
Kenny. He’s sitting, completely limp, in the passenger’s seat, head dropped down so his chin 
is against his chest. He looks asleep— or, heaven forbid, dead. 


Kyle swallows. 


As Tweek walks around the front of the car to the driver’s side, Butters turns and pushes the 
driver’s seat forward so Tweek and Kyle can step into the backseat. It’s amusing; Kyle has 
known about these types of cars— Mr. Marsh had one for a little while— but he hadn’t 
actually thought of two-door cars in a long time. It brings back nostalgia. Tweek slips in first, 
and Kyle is close to follow. Only when he settles into the backseat, does he get hit by the 
smell— the stench of heady cigarette smoke, the thickness, the sweetness of nicotine, of tar. 
“Fuck,” Kyle cusses, pressing a hand over his nose and mouth as he buckles himself in. 


“Sorry,” Butters says, bent at the waist so he can give Kyle and Tweek apologetic looks. With 
surprise, Kyle notes that Butters has a cigarette in one hand, perched between his fore- and 
middle-finger. The practice with which he holds it, along with the deep-endured smell, makes 
Kyle realize that Butters must be a pretty heavy smoker. Kyle is impressed that Butters has 
managed to move so well and pull forward the seat without burning anything— the car, or 
himself. “I’m trying to quit, honest... P1 leave the door open to air it out a bit for ya while I 
finish this one.” 


Butters stands back up and, sure enough, keeps the car door wide open as he steps aside to 
pull the rest of the cigarette in the relative privacy— and distance— of the snow-slush-spring 
mixture. Kyle hunkers down more firmly in the backseat, suddenly slightly wary. He glances 
over to Tweek, who doesn’t appear perturbed in the slightest. He doesn’t know why, but he’s 
surprised by that— the nonchalance with which Tweek sits. And sure, he’s bouncing his leg, 
but so is Kyle. Otherwise, he’s completely chill: phone out and scrolling through something 
or another. 


At some point, Tweek notices Kyle staring and glances up. Tweek does a double-take before 
realizing something and turning off his phone. Kyle isn’t expecting any sort of conversation. 
He knows it’s impolite to stare, but he’d just been perplexed. Tweek inhales, which 
admittedly, Kyle can’t figure out how he’s able to do so freely with the buttery-fullness of the 
smell, cut and mixed so completely in the air around them. “Butters smokes,” Tweek says, 
which gives Kyle a bitter taste in his mouth. 


“You don’t say,” Kyle retorts, which is significantly more bitter than he means it to sound. 
Tweek’s eye twitches and his head jerks to the side a little, but Kyle is pretty sure that’s just a 
tic, and not a reaction to the sarcasm. With a sigh, he asks, “Since when did Butters start 
smoking?” 


Tweek opens his mouth to respond, but he never gets the chance to actually say anything. 
There’s a loud shuffling-rustling, and before Kyle can do more than look over at the front 
passenger’s seat, Kenny spins, uncoordinated, and stares back at them with this wide, loopy 
grin on his flushed face. When he speaks, he slurs. “He’zza... women.” 


Promptly, Kenny snickers, although he’s the only one who understands what that means. 
Kyle gives Tweek a concerned expression, which Tweek shares, although tiredly. Kyle 
returns his attention to Kenny, who has wrapped his arms around the back of the front 
passenger’s seat, hugging it, with his cheek pressed into the side of the headrest. His eyes are 
half-lidded, watering a little. “Dude,” Kyle says. “Kenny, are you drunk?” 


“Pshhhuh, naaah,” Kenny says, sliding his face down against the seat. He slumps, retreating 
behind it entirely. When he returns, he looks a little more awake, though definitely not any 
more lively. 


Kyle snaps, “Look me in the eyes and tell me you’re not drunk!” He can’t help it; seeing 
Kenny like this, ruined and a puddle of his former self... it brings up bad memories. It brings 
up guilt. And it makes Kyle angry. It’s a spit in the face, a gross lapse in judgment. Kenny 
never uses. Not anymore. He hasn’t done drugs since he realized he had started going down 
the path of addiction. It seems that Kenny’s resolve has been beaten down, though. It makes 
Kyle livid. 


Kenny squints, maintains a muddled sense of eye contact, and then says, “You’re not drunk.” 


And abruptly bursts into laughter. Drunk laughter, unhinged laughter, messy and destructive 
and wet. He loses balance, even though he’s literally sitting and gripping the seat with both 
arms— as tightly as someone who is shitfaced can possibly grab onto something, Kyle 
supposes. Kenny drops into the seat. He’s still laughing by the time he tugs his face out of the 
leather, and that laughter just continues even while he tries to turn back around in his seat, to 
sit correctly. Sufficiently disturbed, Kyle can’t help the expression of concern he gives. It’s 
the type of expression that he hates— that Kenny hates, too— but it’s unavoidable. 


Butters returns. The cigarette is gone, probably stomped out on the sidewalk somewhere. He 
pushes the driver’s seat back into place and climbs in. He shuts the driver’s door. In seconds, 
he’s buckled and pulling the car into gear and backing out of the space, slowly making his 
way out of the lot and onto the main road. Kenny’s laughter, although still there, is definitely 
less strong. It’s more of a lingering habit of a chuckle— the way someone sounds when they 
think of something funny, but are trying to keep it to themselves. 


They coast on the highway for a tense few minutes. Tweek is back on his phone, and Kenny’s 
laughter has been replaced with deep, even breaths and occasional snores. He’s asleep. 
Butters’ attention is strictly on the road in front of them, though he occasionally glances into 
the rear-view mirror. Every so often, their eyes will meet, and Kyle will feel obligated to say 
something out of confusion, or loneliness, or anger. It takes a long time for him to build the 
courage to speak, but when he does, he gets straight to the point. 


“Tell me about the Game,” Kyle says. 


Butters’ grip on the steering wheel tightens. His eyes dart back up to the rear-view mirror, 
and Kyle glances at him that way, too. He notices that Tweek has gripped his phone tighter, 
has looked up with wide eyes and pale cheeks, but Kyle finds himself unable to care. He 
needs answers more than he needs comfort, right now. If he can’t get answers, he can’t get 
comfort. That’s the way he chooses to think about it. That’s the way he wants to think about 
it. Whether it’s true or not (his heart pounds, it’s hard to breathe, nausea reappears), he can’t 
tell. 


No one breaks the silence for a long, long time. It’s just them on the road, with the occasional 
car passing them like a bullet in the left lane. 


“Thanks for not asking about my eye,” Butters says, attention back on the road. Kyle is so 
taken-aback, that he forgets to be angry about the fact that he doesn’t immediately receive an 
answer. 


“What?” he asks. 


“My eye,” Butters says, as if Kyle simply hadn’t heard that part. “Thanks for not asking, 
‘hey, mister, are you sure you can drive with only one eye?’ because— I really don’t like it. It 
gets annoying, after a while. Everyone asks it.” 


Kyle blinks, shakes his head. “Why would I ask about that? You told me you’ re not blind in 
that eye.” 


“But I am,” Butters says. 


“So what?” Kyle asks. “You obviously passed the tests without issues or you wouldn’t have 
your license, so why would I care?” 


Besides, it’s his only way home, and even if they were to crash and die, he hasn’t exactly 
gotten to the point where he can conjure up concern for his own life. For the lives of others, 
sure. He cares enough about Kenny and Butters and Tweek to be concerned about their 
wellbeing, but he knows it’s ultimately their choice whether they’re in this car or not. Except 
maybe it wasn’t Kenny’s choice to be in this car, with the fact that he’s stone-drunk. “I don’t 
know,” Butters finally says. “Just... thanks for not bringing it up, even though... I ended up 
bringing it up, anyway. Aw, jeez, I should really stop talking. I need to go to bed early, I 
think...” 


Kyle makes a soft grunt of acknowledgment, then turns his visual attention out the driver’s 
side window. He examines the darkness, the pitch horizon, the shadows and outlines of trees, 
the slight glow of the snow under the stars and the growing moon. Headlights from the 
occasional fellow car flit by, lighting up marks and indents in the road. Imperfections. 


With the way Butters averted the subject, Kyle doesn’t expect any sort of explanation. It 
upsets him, sure, but he supposes he understands. He can ¢ry to understand, at least. But the 
subject is not left alone. It takes another minute or so, but eventually, Butters says, “Eric was 
fucking with Kenny’s head, so I fucked with Eric’s. And that’s all she wrote, I guess.” 


“Bullshit,” Kyle says, snapping his gaze to the rear-view once more. Another car passes with 
their brights on, and it highlights the scar over Butters’ left eye. It highlights the dimness, the 
lack of focus. It hits him, then, that he has gone most of his life trying to avoid looking at that 
eye. He still recalls the guilt with which he used to awaken in the middle of the night, upset 
that he had played a part in the activity which cost Butters’ his visual acuity. “Tell me what 
happened. What did you do to him? Why did he take your ‘Game’ and use it on Tweek? On 
me?” 


Of course Kyle notices the way Tweek has started to bounce his leg harder; it’d be impossible 
not to. The car itself seems to shake with the fidget. He tries to ignore it, though. He keeps 
his attention purely on Butters, on his face, his eyes, his expression— especially as it turns 
from furrowed-brow firmness to wide-eyed shock... wait. 


“He...” Butters trails off, and the car slows at the approach of a red light. It stutters to a firm 
stop. All is still, dark at the intersection with the only light coming from the red above them 
and the yellow-white of the Monte Carlo’s headlights. “He was using the Game on you?” 


He has gone awfully pale. Kyle almost feels bad. Almost. Instead, however, his guilt is 
retrieved through numbness, discomfort, and agitation. “No shit,” Kyle snaps. “Why do you 
think he was groping me and getting away with it? You think I was suddenly just trying to 
experiment or some shit? You think I was just letting it happen for the hell of it?” 


“I thought it was you being hard-headed about being strong when you froze up,” says 
Butters. “Sure, I guess— I guess I had my suspicions, but I didn’t actually think Eric was 
using it on you, too.” 


“Why the fuck didn’t you ask me?” 


“You would have denied it.” Butters scowls; Kyle sees his cheeks and the corners of his 
mouth harden in the rear-view. “Whether because you’re just stubborn or because it’s one of 
the rules of the Game, you would have denied it. And then, you’d get uncomfortable and 
tense and Eric would know you told someone, or someone knew, and it’d just get a million 
times worse.” 


“How the fuck do you know he would have noticed?” Kyle asks. 


The light changes; Butters removes his foot from the brake and steps on the gas. They jolt 
forward. 


“Because I made the damn thing!” Butters barks, and Kyle can’t help but recoil into the seat; 
Butters has never been one to yell. “The entire purpose of the Game is to pinpoint 
characteristic inconsistencies and feed off of them! It’s entirely about patterns and 
recognizing points where those patterns can fall apart! It’s about collecting enough 
information on a person to know when they’re lying, when they’re telling the truth, and when 
they’re too scared to be able to tell the difference themselves— Project E.R.I.C. is a human 
polygraph, that’s the entire point.” 


A hush. 


Kyle’s brain swirls with questions, but none of them are able to be completely organized into 
one. He struggles to coordinate them, but he feels half-drunk with the possibilities. He 
wonders, for a second, if his blood sugar has dropped back down, but the shakiness and the 
blurry vision is absent. There are no specks. It’s just them, in the car, surrounded by air as 
thick as jello that smells like a smoker’s hideout. None of this makes any sense. How was 
Eric getting into Kenny’s head? How did Butters know? How did Eric use the Game and get 
enough information— hell, how did Eric recognize enough patterns in Kyle’s or Tweek’s 
behaviors— to be able to figure out when they’re lying and when they’re telling the truth? 


And... 
Did Butters just call it Project E.R.I.C.? 


“Project E.R.I.C.?” Kyle murmurs, because that’s it. That’s the one question, among all 
others, that will harbor the most answers for questions which he might have otherwise been 
unable to articulate accurately. Even with the basis of the question out of his mouth, though, 
he can’t help himself from stuttering further, incomplete inquiries; “What... what does 
that...?” 


“Emasculate, Restrict, Incite, Control,” Butters says. “I made it an acronym as a reminder of 
who this Game was for— Eric, and only Eric.” 


Feeling sick to his stomach, Kyle asks with a cracking voice, “Reminder?” 


With the nothingness which follows the question, it’s obvious that Butters doesn’t want to 
respond. It’s obvious that there’s an element here, one in which there is guilt or shame or 
something— possibly even just hesitance to admit something uncommon or dangerous or... 
“It’s really easy,” begins Butters, sounding shaky and distant, “It’s really easy to forget, 
sometimes, that you’re only allowed to hurt one person. Being able to hurt people gives you a 
feeling of power, and if you’re not careful, it can... it’s easy, to go too far.” 


That sick, nauseous feeling gains traction. Kyle returns a hand to his mouth, as if that will 
force away the ill feeling he is suddenly encompassed by. He gazes past the windshield and 
sees nothing but darkness, unending fear and unknowable consequences. He doesn’t know 
how he got here, how any of them got here, but he knows they have to get out. He knows 
they will get out. He’s just scared of what that entails; he’s scared of letting people in and 
he’s scared of notifying the police. 


“I wonder, sometimes, if that’s who Eric is,” Butters says. Kyle doesn’t want to talk about it, 
anymore. He almost just wants to leave the mystery. The tickle in the back of his throat tells 
him to Get It Out— to roll down the window and Get It Out, to make himself feel better, 
more in control, but he can’t. It’s indecent, it’s deplorable, it’s horrible— it’s bad for him. He 
turns his head to look at Tweek. Tweek isn’t faring much better; he’s extremely pale, even in 
the limited light, or maybe especially because of the limited light. His eyes are wide and he 
doesn’t appear to be staring at anything. His phone is off, though still gripped in his hand 
where he’d been scrolling through something. It’s like he doesn’t even notice it’s off. 


Tweek looks up, must feel Kyle staring again. When he looks up, Kyle immediately sees the 
panic. Kyle knows how Tweek feels. He feels it, too. This rolling, roiling, boiling, 


uncomfortable destructive painful ripping off his skin, tearing through his stomach— gentle, 
sick hand grabbing inside of his gut. Butters doesn’t stop. 


“If maybe... maybe that’s why Eric did it, took it, I mean,” Butters says. “You know, I don’t 
think he started out as a bad guy. I think he was a good guy, who got overwhelmed by the bad 
things, the power, and that changed him into a monster.” 


That thought sickens Kyle. It sickens him, sickens him, sickens him— the idea that anyone 
can be human at one point and then just snap, just lose control... it’s terrifying. More 
terrifying than anything Kyle can comprehend, and he can’t figure out why. He can’t wrap his 
brain around it, not really. It’s impossible to articulate, to put into words. It’s just a 
knowledge, a fact, a thing which he can’t quite figure out. His heart squeezes, sharp, thrice, in 
his chest, and he thinks he might faint or vomit or disappear completely. Die, he doesn’t 
know. 


“Self-hatred will do that,” Butters adds. “And— and insecurity, and fear. Maybe he was 
having bad thoughts already, and when he was pushed to that edge, he just... snapped.” 


“No,” Kyle blurts. “No, no fucking way, he’s always been a fucking piece of shit, he’s a 
monster, he’s a sadistic, disgusting monster, he’s subhuman, he’s—” 


“Kyle,” Tweek says, voice weak. 


“no! He’s fucking disgusting! He’s disgusting! No human being would do what he’s 
done!” 


“How do you know, though?” asks Butters. “You weren’t in his shoes. None of us were, 
that’s the point. None of us know for sure what the fuck was going on through his head. We 
just know what he did, not the reasons.” 


Kyle snaps. “Are you seriously fucking empathizing with him?” 


A wheeze comes from Kyle’s right. He looks over to see Tweek grabbing and pulling on his 
sweater— the dark blue of it rolling with the light as he moves it. It’s bizarre to see him wear 
something so commonly donned by Craig. Tweek curls in on himself, the seatbelt tightening 
to keep him in place. Tweek gasps. “Stop,” he says. “S-stop talking— agh!— about it, stop— 
urgh— stop it, I can’t— ah!— handle it, i—it’s too much, please—” 


“Don’t you want answers?” Kyle blurts. 


“No!” Tweek jerks up, looking at Kyle with wide, desperate eyes. Tears gather, dripping, in 
the corners of them. “I don’t w-want to know! I don’t want to kn-know what goes on in his h- 
head! The more I know, the m-more I sympathize, and if I s-sympathize with him what keeps 
him from being a normal human being with— with— with feelings like you or me? Fuck, it’s 
so fucked!” 


Unyjustifiably, Kyle is getting angry. “Weren’t you the one literally just saying it’s good to talk 
about it?” 


Tweek sobs, silently, into the air. He latches tighter onto himself and curls more slowly; the 
seatbelt doesn’t complain this time. He sinks; Kyle sees the glitter of tears drop from his face 
to his legs. “I didn’t mean talk about it like this,” Tweek whines. “This is different, this is 
different, it’s different, please...” 


Slowly, gently, Tweek begins to cry. In earnest— not just the occasional sob of holding back. 
It’s real, genuine, fearful tears— tears which are so uncontrolled that they’re subdued. After a 
moment, he lets go of the sweatshirt and brings his hands to his face, where he doubles over 
until his hands press against his knees. 


Kyle waits to feel something. As he watches Tweek break down, shatter, he waits for it to hit 
him. The empathy, the sympathy, the visceral need to protect— but nothing happens. He’s 
numb to it. All he feels is the tar of being violated; the uncleanliness he might never be rid of. 


In an instant, it changes. 


Tweek lurches upward and he grabs onto the wall of the car. It seems he’s instinctively trying 
to find a way out, but this door only has two cars, not four. He can’t throw himself out the 
way he must want to. Kyle’s numbness starts to bleed over into confusion, into horror. “Let 
me out,” Tweek cries. “Let me get out, I can’t breathe, I need out, I need— oh, God, pull 
over.” 


Kyle finds himself wondering if he has ever been brought to this extreme. If he has ever been 
thrown into panic so intense he will try to throw himself out of a car, or worse. To his 
knowledge, he has never been brought to such a point. He has seen Stan have panic attacks, 
he has seen Kenny have a breakdown, and now he has seen Tweek shatter— but has Kyle 
ever truly lost it like this? If he hasn’t... will he? “Tweek,” he says, “Tweek, it’s okay, you’re 
okay—” 


“No!” Tweek snaps. “Fuck you, leave me out of this! Let me out, I can’t breathe!” 
“Okay,” Butters says. “Okay, it’s okay, I’m pulling over.” 


For a moment, Kyle questions whether Butters has just said that to say it, or if he truly is. 
But, sure enough, the car slows and drifts to the shoulder of the road. 


Chapter End Notes 


next update will be posted tomorrow, monday, january 27th 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


Project E.R.I.C., pt. 2 


Chapter Summary 


“He is.” 
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Snow and slush crunch and mush under the tires, but once the car has come to a stop, the 
only noise that can be heard is Tweek’s wheezing, gasping, hyperventilation. Quick, Butters 
parks and shuts off the car. He unbuckles and opens the driver’s side door. Kyle unbuckles his 
own seatbelt, and as soon as Butters pulls forward the drivers’ seat, Kyle exits the car. Tweek, 
too, exits the car, though he scrambles so much faster and almost collapses into the half- 
melted, half-mud snow mixture that the ground is made of. He manages to catch himself 
before he does, though, and he stands and walks quickly further away from the road. 


Watching him walk so far away is concerning, and Kyle immediately calls after him, 
beginning to follow. Someone grabs his shoulder, though, and stops him before he can go 
further. He whirls around, jerking out from under the grip. Butters is so distraught. 


“I’m sorry,” Butters whispers. “I never meant it to get this out of hand, I never... I’m sorry. 
I’m really sorry.” 


“You should be saying that to him,” Kyle says, pointing to Tweek, who has crouched down in 
the snow a dozen yards away. Quickly, though, Kyle drops his hand. “Or... I should. Should I 
say sorry? Did I cause this?” 


“No,” Butters says. “I... I mean, maybe you didn’t help it, but—” 
“So I did cause it?” 


“No,” Butters repeats, more insistently. “He’s just... we both pushed him too far. He’s still 
recovering from it all, no matter how strong he is, he’s still messed up from it. Anyone would 
be.” 


Without so much as a thought, Kyle asks a question he hadn’t realized he’d wanted to ask: 
“Are you?” 


Butters freezes. His eyes go wide. It’s obvious, painfully so, that he hasn’t been expecting 
such a question. Kyle opens his mouth to renounce the question. Say never mind, it doesn’t 
matter, it was stupid. But he doesn’t get to. He doesn’t get to, because Butters loses his rigid 
posture and glances down and whispers, “Yeah. Yeah, Kyle, I am.” 


Although many questions threaten to flood Kyle’s ability to pay attention, he manages to 
keep his mouth shut and listen to Butters’ body language. He notices the way his arms go up 
— wrap around himself, hug his arms, the way he bites on the inside of his cheek, the way he 
furrows his brows and narrows his eyes as if in thought, which, likely, he is in thought. When 
he looks up, it’s obvious he’s going to speak. Kyle prepares himself for the worst. 


“Tve done things,” Butters says, voice hardly above a whisper. “I have done so much that I 
regret, so much that I am not proud of.” 


The sick feeling returns. Reluctantly, Kyle finds himself asking, “What did you do?” 


Butters releases himself and covers his face. In shame, in efforts of hiding, in urge of 
refreshing himself— Kyle doesn’t know the precise reason. He doesn’t know if he wants to 
know. He doesn’t know if he should know. He’s scared that, whatever he does, he cannot hear 
what Butters did to Eric. He cannot know. 


Fortunately, Butters doesn’t give explicit details. He removes his hands from his face. 
“Just doing the Game to someone,” Butters says, “Is traumatizing enough.” 

“Even if it’s Eric?” 

“Even if it’s Eric.” 

“Why did you do it, then?” 


The silence reveals that Butters might not even know the answer. Kyle doesn’t know if he can 
blame him; he understands the need for control, even if his own approach is more self- 
destructive than anything else. Figuring he won’t get a response, he glances over to where 
Tweek still is, crouched in the snow. He appears significantly less on-edge, though he’s still 
shuddering with the after-effects of sobs and heavy breaths. Kyle swallows, preparing to say 
something, though he doesn’t know what. Fortunately, he doesn’t have to. “I was mad,” says 
Butters. “It was when Kenny was... in the thick, of, you know, his whole... not eating, thing. 
I wanted to help him, I wanted to save him, I just wanted to be there for him, but— he 
wouldn’t let me be there. And I was frustrated. I was hurt and angry and I didn’t know how 
else to... to get it out. So, when Eric kept making comments about Kenny’s eating habits and 
weight, because he Anew Ken had issues with it, I just...” 


Butters sighs. 


“T started keeping files, on everything Eric did or said,” Butters says. “I took notes on his 
habits, his mannerisms, his every movement, and... I used it, to create Project E.R.I.C., and 
for the first time, it felt like... like I had control, like I was smart and doing it all correctly. I 
was in charge. I wasn’t being overpowered. I was the one overpowering. You know?” 


The information is a lot all at once. Kyle swallows and nods along, even when he becomes 
stuck on some portions and completely lost in others. After a moment, he finds himself 
asking, “How did you get Eric to... to do what you wanted him to?” 


Butters’ eyes go sharp. “I threatened to turn in his mother for prostitution,” he says. “And 
when that didn’t work, I threatened to kill her.” 


Kyle feels as if he’s just been punched in the gut. The air leaves his lungs and if he didn’t 
know better, he’d assume the impact was more than just an internal thing. His gaze falls from 
Butters’ guilt-ridden, yet strangely distant, expression. He stares down at the ground and 
waits for the world to make sense like it used to. He waits for the pieces to fall into place and 
connect; the world is a puzzle but there are too many pieces. There are too many visuals, 
there’s too much noise. He rubs at his forehead with both hands, squeezing his eyes shut for 
just a moment in effort to recalibrate. His spine and shoulders are overcome with shivers— 
but he’s not sure if that’s because it’s cold outside or if it’s because Butters’ words have given 
him an artificial chill. He just knows it rolls through his body, up and down, these 
goosebumps and pinpricks and whirring vibratos of discomfort. Kyle whispers, “You 
threatened Liane’s life?” 


“T was never going to follow through,” Butters defends, quick. “I swear, I would never.” 


“But you threatened her life,” Kyle says, lifting his head out of his hands again. Butters 
swallows. After a second, he nods— a reaffirmation of the fact that, yes, he did in fact do 
that. That whispering seasickness begins in Kyle’s stomach again, and as it all comes to 
become so much more vivid around him, he recognizes something further. “So you... you 
gave him the ideas? You gave him all of his ideas?” 


That causes Butters to pale. His guilty expression falls, then, and he becomes even more 
distant than he’d appeared before. Like all emotion has left his face, a dark mirror version of 
who Kyle always assumed he was. Assumed incorrectly that he was, apparently. “I didn’t 
mean for this,” Butters says. “I didn’t mean for it to become what it did.” 


Angry, Kyle bites back bitterness. “Yeah,” he whispers, blinking away the burning blur of his 
vision. He swallows, rubs his hands over his face in another attempt at recalibration. “Yeah, 
well, it did. I need a second.” 


He makes his way backward to the car, leaning against the passengers’ side of it in an effort 
to figure out where he’s supposed to go next with all of this information. He rests his arm 
atop the car and stares at the juxtaposition of the dark car against the light, if not slightly 
murky, snow. He kicks at some of it, and it’s only when he does this, that he realizes his shoes 
have been soaked through with water. Maybe that’s where the chill had come from; his lack 
of orientation toward his surroundings, to the way his socks are thick with frigid slush. After 
a moment, he pulls his attention from his shoes and glances into the passenger’s seat window. 


Kenny is staring back at him. Eyes blurred and attention unfocused, sure, but still, Kenny is 
staring at him— and it’s both disturbing and serene. Like they’re seeing each other for the 
first time since all of this bullshit started. Kyle goes through a moment in which he sees the 
shit Kenny tried to do to help him. The points where Kenny stepped up, where he got angry 
on his account and for justifiable reasons. Kyle watches as now, stuck within this two-door 
Monte Carlo, Kenny paws at the door and makes a furrowed-browed, almost perplexed 
expression. He’s struggling with opening the damn thing, which Kyle doesn’t blame him for. 
He does, however, blame him for getting drunk in the first place. 


Kyle takes a step away and opens the door for Kenny. The grin that spreads on Kenny’s face, 
now much more clear to see, is one of gratitude and slight unawareness. But even while he’s 
inebriated, he seems to be slightly coherent. Maybe it’s the nap, or maybe the cold shocked a 
bit of himself back. Whatever it is, Kyle decides not to question it. Kenny lifts a massively 
uncoordinated hand and flaps it in gesture for Kyle to get on his level. So, Kyle does. He 
bends at the waist, one hand on top of the car, the other gripping the top of the car door. 
Kenny takes the hand previously used for gesturing, and rests it heavily on Kyle’s shoulder. 
Without meaning to, Kyle bristles; the weight of it is a bit of a shock, it gets his heart to start, 
but he reassures himself that he’s okay. Even when his brain threatens him with blurts of, 
Thats a lie! You’re in danger! No one is who they say they are! 
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“Kyle,” Kenny murmurs, and even his speech is slightly more coherent. “’re you okay?” 


“Yeah, Kenny,” Kyle replies. “I’m okay. Are you okay?” 


“Tm...” Kenny goes silent. He swallows, a thick sound from his throat, and drops his head 
back against the seat. He shuts his eyes for a moment— a moment which seems to last 
forever. When they open again, they’re wet and dripping and warm as the ocean, melting in 
the heat of summer even when the world of Colorado is so, so cold. “’m useless.” 


“Ken—” 
“No no no,” Kenny says, patting Kyle’s face. “Listen for a sec, okay?” 
Although reluctant, Kyle forces himself to stay quiet. 


“I couldn’ save you,” Kenny says. “ ‘N I couldn’... couldn’ save— couldn’ save Stan, even 
though he texted me and he was relyin’ on me, and I couldn’— save Craig, fr’m... from 
gettin’ arrested fr’m the... by the police, I couldn’... and I couldn’— how was I s’posed to... 
how’m I s’posed to be a good guy when I just keep killin’ the people I love most?” 


Shocked, Kyle is involuntarily speechless for a good while. “Craig isn’t dead,” Kyle says. 
“And I’m not dead, and Stan isn’t—” 


“He is.” 


Kyle’s chest delves into fear. Into pain, panic, hurt. That Kenny could say something like 
that, that Kenny would dare even think something like that. Kyle knows Stan’s alive— knows 
it, knows it, knows it, knows it better than he knows himself he swears it up and down to 
himself every day that Stan is alive, Stan may not be fine but he is alive and he will remain 
alive until— 


“Stan’s dead, Kyle,” Kenny says. “You c’n... you can trick yourself all you want, but Stan... 
this ain’ somethin’ Stan’s gon’ be able to come back from, you— y’understand that, right? I 
know... I know ya do, I know— because you’re smart. Y’know Stan’s... if he wakes up, 
which he won’t, he ain’t gon’ be okay. He’s gon’ be a vegetable. He’s dead.” 


“They say there’s a chance,” Kyle says. “The nurses, and— and if that’s the case, then why 
would Sharon and Randy—” 


“Because they’re in denial,” Kenny says. He sniffs, lets go of Kyle. “’N you are, too. I’zz 
okay. It’s a part’a grief, and you’re all... grievin’, and that makes sense. You’re grievin’, cuz 
deep down on the inside, y’ know he’s dead. Y’know it.” 


“You’re drunk,” Kyle says. 


Kenny lets out a single, dead chuckle. “Ever hear that sayin’? ‘A drunk man’s words arra 
sober man’s thoughts’?” 


“Just how much did you have to drink?” Kyle asks. ““You’re shitfaced. How much did you 
drink?” 


“Dunno, los’ track,” Kenny says. 


“Okay, this is how I know it’s bad,” Kyle says. “Because you’re drunk and you’re admitting 
you’re drunk. Drunk people never admit that they’re drunk. They don’t—” 


“You only know drunk Stan,” Kenny says. He taps the side of his head. “He got drunk to lose 
himself, t’ forget. I do, too, but I knowin’ly get drunk. It ain’ a habit. I get drunk cuz I 
wanna.” 


“Why did you want to get drunk?” Kyle asks. 


With a laugh, Kenny says, “Cuz I’m useless! If someone wants to rely on me, I migh’ as well 
be drunk f’r it. Then I got’n esscuse for not bein’ able to save ‘em, right?” 


Kyle opens his mouth to speak, but Kenny shushes him before he can get a word in edgewise. 
Before he realizes what’s going on, Kenny is murmuring something about being tired and 
wanting to sleep. Kyle isn’t sure how he feels about it, Kenny sleeping or the entire 
interaction in general, but he guesses it’s best if Kenny sleeps away the alcohol lingering in 
his system. Kenny lolls his head to the side and shuts his eyes. It’s obvious that he hasn’t yet 
fallen asleep, but when Kyle attempts to get his attention, Kenny pretends to be dead to the 
world. With a sigh, Kyle pats Kenny’s shoulder and stands back up, shutting the door as 
quietly as he can manage. 


Turning away from the car, Kyle is faced with a choice: talk to Tweek or talk to Butters. Or, 
maybe, he can get away with just crawling right back into the car and falling asleep himself. 
But even if he were to try, he knows that he would never actually be able to succeed in such a 
thing. It would just bring back memories of Eric’s Ford Fusion. Besides, he’s not exactly 
tired. He can’t say he’s particularly inclined to socialize further, but at the same time, he also 
can’t say he’s not. He feels a deep loneliness, one which he’s not particularly used to feeling 
at such a magnitude. 


He catches Butters’ eyes first. Butters takes a small step forward, and Kyle decides to close 
the interaction distance between them. Once close enough, he says only one thing: “I’m not 
sure if I’ll be able to forgive you.” 


But with the look on Butters’ face, it’s obvious that Butters has known this. It’s obvious that 
he’s been aware, that he hasn’t been accepting forgiveness of any sort. It’s possible he hadn’t 


even expected to be able to fully atone for it all. Kyle is unsure, himself, of how that makes 
him feel. It’s certainly not pleasant, but it’s certainly not... unpleasant. This, like many other 
things, makes him feel purely numb. He wonders if he can blame that on the fact that he’s 
been dealing with this type of shit for so long, or if it’s because the cold has forced him to 
drop all over-thinking in favor of keeping himself warm enough to manage through the time 
it'll take Tweek to recover to a presentable state again. Butters inhales and says, “I don’t 
expect you to forgive me,” which only confirms what Kyle had assumed to be true. But then, 
Butters adds, “I don’t expect to forgive myself. I don’t know if I can, and I don’t know if I 
want to. And for that, I’m sorry.” 


There’s very little that Kyle feels he can say to that, so he simply connects with Butters 
through a certain shielded eye contact, and walks away. He hugs himself as he makes his way 
toward where Tweek is still crouched in the snow. He’s shaking, but he’s not shaking as 
sharply, and when Kyle gets close enough, he starts to wonder if that shaking is even from the 
nerves anymore. It very well might just be due to the cold. Even still, he decides to take 
things slow, and quiet. Kyle gives Tweek a decent amount of personal space, walking around 
his crouched figure until he’s standing in front of him, facing him. Tweek hugs himself, and 
his eyes are closed, and he’s murmuring something under his breath, something about ‘letting 
it pass’, but it’s significantly subdued and almost... at ease. Kyle wonders what’s going 
through his head, at this point. He wonders what he’s seeing, or feeling, or tasting or touching 
or breathing in at that exact moment, but at the same time, he knows he really doesn’t want to 
know. Not only for his own sake, but also for Tweek’s; for the sake of privacy, for the sake of 
that very personal space which he is allowing Tweek to keep. 


Crouching, Kyle says, “Hey,” and that’s it. He doesn’t push for response, though he really 
kind of wants to. He wants to make sure Tweek is okay, and he wants to make sure that he 
doesn’t fuck this up again. Tweek has been nothing but helpful, really, even if some of the 
things he has said have made him uncomfortable, or even made him want to hide away from 
the world forever in fear of just what he’ll become. In fear of just what might happen to him 
as he continues to try and “recover” from whatever bullshit Eric has imposed on himself and 
everyone around him. Fortunately, though, it doesn’t take long for Tweek to remove himself 
from his own mind and pull his head up. Tweek looks at Kyle. His cheeks are red from the 
cold, a definite change from the previous ill pallor he’d gained from his panic. 


“Hey,” Tweek mutters. He appears uncomfortable, but not overwhelmingly so. He shifts on 
his feet, and Kyle wonders if he’s at all tired of sitting like that. Kyle’s already starting to feel 
the burn in his legs from crouching like this. 


“I’m sorry about what happened in the car,” Kyle says. Tweek shakes his head, vigorous, and 
Kyle knows he shouldn’t bring up any specifics, or any controversy, having to do with Eric’s 
motives or humanity. He swallows and struggles to figure out what he wants to say next. Or, 
not so much what he wants to say next, but how he should phrase it. What he should say next. 
“You know Eric’s a monster, right?” 


“I know,” Tweek mutters. 


“And you... you know that he’s a narcissist? So whatever... bullshit went on in his brain, 
whatever mental gymnastics he had to do to get to the point where he thought it’d be a good 


idea to do this shit to us—... you know that alone makes him not like us?” 


Tweek looks up again. It’s strange, because Kyle distinctly doesn’t recall Tweek ever looking 
down. But upon recalling, he knows that Tweek had. He’d glanced down at the snow, at his 
shoes, or at something Kyle himself cannot see. But for now, Tweek, with his hazel eyes, 
acknowledges Kyle with a bizarre clarity the likes of which Kyle can’t recall seeing prior. 


“So, don’t try and justify it to yourself,” Kyle says. It’s even more bizarre, he decides, 
because as he talks this out with Tweek, he comes to realize that maybe... “It’s not your fault, 
okay? You did your best and that’s all anyone can do.” 


Tweek’s expression becomes sour, like he’s tasting something unpleasant. After a moment of 
nothingness, of quiet, Tweek says the words that Kyle has never in a million years expected 
to come from someone who seems to have been able to recover so... elegantly. “We have to 
report it, don’t we?” 


It’s a conflict of interest. Kyle knows the right thing to do is report it so no one else gets hurt 
the way they have been hurt. But he also knows that he doesn’t want anyone else to know 
about what he’s been through, and he knows he doesn’t want to have to testify or linger in 
any of the bullshit that he’s had to deal with any longer than he has to. He wants to shower 
and clean and wipe himself free of dirt and dust and debris and stains. He knows it’s 
ridiculous, but he thinks that maybe if he just doesn’t say anything else, he can sanitize 
himself to personal satisfaction. But he knows he can’t. Repetitively, he knows it’s ridiculous. 
So, instead of saying any of that, he says, “Yeah, I think we do.” 


The noise Tweek makes is somewhere between a whimper and a soft cry of... something. 
Relief? Pain? Panic? Kyle doesn’t know. But he’s ready to spring into action in case he needs 
to, even if deep down inside of himself he feels his own panic begin to rise. He’s afraid of 
what reporting this might do to him. Tweek covers his mouth when he makes that noise 
again, and he seems like he wants to say something but doesn’t know how. Kyle gets the 
feeling. He doesn’t push. That seems to be the right choice. Tweek doesn’t look at Kyle when 
he speaks next, but he does remove his hand from his mouth to instead press it over his 
forehead, as if checking himself for a fever. “The first person I told was Clyde,” Tweek says. 
“And then I told Butters, and that was it. For months, that was it, until recently, like, a little 
over a week ago, I told Craig.” 


Tweek looks up. 


“Clyde—” Tweek chokes on something. He covers his mouth again, and Kyle is afraid that 
he might throw up, but he doesn’t. He simply waits a second before removing his hand again. 
“Clyde and Butters made me get a rape kit. In case of this, in case... in case I wanted to 
report it, at some point. And I hated them for it, I hated them. I didn’t start talking to Clyde 
again until recently.” 


Kyle nods. He can understand why. He never got a rape kit, but he knows that if he was 
aware of that option, he would never have voluntarily gotten one done. He would have 
denied it until his dying breath. Tweek’s face scrunches and when he blinks, tears drip down 
his cheeks. 


“I think it was a blessing, though,” Tweek whispers. “Because now it’s proof, and... I don’t 
have to be scared that no one will believe me, and...” 


Something changes. Abrupt, distinct, firm and fast. Tweek makes a little gasp, a realization- 
based noise. 


“Oh, God, I can prove Craig wasn’t the one who did it to me,” Tweek whispers. “I can prove 
Eric did it.” 


Relief, so palpable, spreads over Tweek’s face and through his posture. He relaxes, distinctly, 
for a solid few seconds. But Kyle is brought to pure confusion, and he has no idea where to 
begin with that for a good while. “What do you mean, prove that Craig didn’t do it?” 


“The police arrested Craig on suspicion of drug possession and sexual assault,” Tweek says. 
“Kenny told me. He was there when it happened. I— Jesus, man, I didn’t even know they 
could do that, I just... I know that, that night, the police came to my door and said they 
wanted to talk to me. And we talked, and they asked if I had been— been raped by Craig, and 
I said no. Of course I said no, no, Craig would never do that, but—” 


Tweek shakes his head. 


“Even then, they didn’t believe me, and I’m sick of it,” Tweek says. “Because Craig is a 
‘delinquent’, and— and they understood if it was hard for me to talk about because he’s my 
boyfriend, and they basically gave me a lecture on date-rape or whatever, even though that’s 
not what fucking happened, but I— I clammed up, because I was scared, and I was 
humiliated, and I was ashamed.” 


“There’s no need to be ashamed,” Kyle says, even though the words feel foreign in his 
mouth. He knows they’re true— he’s regurgitating information he’s been told time and time 
again by nurses and school officials and his dad— but that doesn’t make it any less difficult 
to admit to. It doesn’t make it somehow okay within his brain, because there’s always that 
part of him that says he could have done more to fight. He could have prevented it, he could 
have never let Eric in. He could have not smoked any weed. He could have, should have, 
been more responsible. “I... I know this might not mean much coming from me, but if you 
want, we could report together.” 


Tweek bites his lip. “I don’t know,” he says. “I should, I know I should want to, but I’m so 
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“Scared, I know,” Kyle says. “I am, too. I’m fucking terrified.” 


“Jesus, and I thought Speech was hard,” Tweek laughs. It’s bitter, biting. Kyle laughs, too. 
And it doesn’t make sense, this isn’t a laughing matter, but it makes them feel better in the 
moment and it’s significantly easier to go about things with jokes and lighthearted gestures, 
even if they are awkward or less than elegant or even stupid in nature. It brings down the fear 
and allows them to deal. Maybe it’s a way of coping. 


“Maybe we can think of it like Speech,” Kyle says. “Just pretend your piece is about some 
psycho whose hero is Hitler.” 


“Christ, what the fuck is up with him and Hitler?” Tweek asks. 


“T don’t know,” Kyle answers. “Some sick power fantasy, maybe. Why else would he imitate 
parts of the Holocaust?” 


Immediately after he says that, he knows he should have kept it to himself. Tweek’s face falls 
and Kyle’s own mood drops. He doesn’t know why, but he can’t help but think on why Eric’s 
rendition of whatever Butters’ Game was, had to do with Kyle being Jewish. And he doesn’t 
understand what Tweek’s Game would have dealt with. Obviously there were tasks, Tweek 
confirmed that much, and it ended the same way in both cases, but... 


“What did Eric make you do?” Kyle asks. “What were your tasks?” 


Tweek shakes his head. “Stupid, fucked up stuff,” he says. “Things, like— fuck up my 
monologue for theater, and steal Craig’s Book of Supply and show it to him. And whenever I 
didn’t do a task, a pair of my underwear would go missing. I don’t know why, and I have no 
idea how he did that. He doesn’t have a key to my house, y’ know? But he managed.” 


“Eric would come in through my window,” Kyle says. Tweek’s eyes go wide, and as they 
distance with thought, Kyle knows to move on. “What’s Craig’s Book of Supply?” 


“Oh,” Tweek utters. “It’s just... when he was selling, he had a book that he’d keep track of 
everyone’s sales in. And he had some, like, system to it, I guess. He told me that he keeps 
records of everyone else for ‘research’. I guess Eric found out about it, and wanted to use it 
for his own research. I don’t know if he ever got anything out of it— I sure didn’t. It’s just a 
book with a bunch of letters and words circled, and a bunch of scribbles. It was basically 
unreadable, but... I guess Craig found it handy.” 


That’s an odd thing for Craig to do, Kyle thinks, but he decides not to say anything on that 
aloud. He simply nods. He asks, “Are you ready to get back on the road?” 


Tweek nods. 


They both get up from their crouching position, and Tweek brushes snow off of his pants. 
Kyle kicks some slush off of his shoes, though it only sticks right back onto them when he 
starts walking toward the car. He feels a little bad, but he doesn’t make eye contact, or even 
look at, Butters. Tweek says something about being ready to go, but Kyle keeps within 
himself, and very quiet. He’s still churning with a strange, confused absent feeling that he 
thinks should be filled with some other strong emotion, but isn’t. They all crawl back into the 
car, and they’re back on the road again in less than a minute. 
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It’s even darker out, and when Kyle glances at the clock in the center console, he forgets how 
to breathe. It’s almost seven forty-five. Dad is going to freak out. Kyle should have been 
home hours ago, and he didn’t let his dad know he would be out late. He begins to bounce his 
leg out of anxiety for his father’s concern, and in the silence of it, he rechecks his blood 
sugar. He’s down to 88, and he thinks it might be a good idea to keep an eye on it for a while 
just in case his body decides to make him drop again. He’s surprised he hasn’t dropped 
further. Did his body really not process the sugar as fast as he thought it might, or did the 
stress of everything that just happened make him stay higher for longer? Whatever the 
reason, he’s glad he doesn’t have to take any more tablets. 


He’s still dreading needing to eat dinner, though. 
And breakfast tomorrow. And lunch. And dinner. 
For the rest of his life. It’s trapping, it’s caging, and he’s scared of it. 


They make it to the neighborhood in another few minutes. They’re dangerously close to 
getting home at eight, which makes Kyle wish he could turn back time and just... not bring 
any of it up. Because, ultimately, he was the one who made all of it happen. It was him. Like 
most of the things which have happened in the past two months, this was his fault. He 
decides, even if it does make him sad, it gives him a certain comfort. He feels hungry but he 
accepts the hunger. He only wishes he could accept it for longer. 


“Kenny,” Butters says as they come to a stop outside Tweek’s house. Kenny grunts, rolls his 
head to the other side. “Kenny, you have to wake up. Can I bring you home, will you be okay 
there on your own?” 

“PI sleep’n the park,” Kenny grumbles. 

“You can’t sleep in the park, Ken,” Butters says. “It’s cold outside.” 


“That’s what those bathrooms’ re for.” 


“No, those are like ice boxes,” Butters says. “You can’t sleep in there, you’ll freeze.” 


“Outta the wind.” 


“No, Ken. Aw, jeez, mister, I wish I could take you home with me, but I just stopped getting 
locked in.” 


A surge of guilt slams into Kyle’s back like a blow from a basketball. He winces at it, but 
tries to push it away. He wonders if he should have tried to help Butters get out of that home 
before any of this happened. Maybe if Butters wasn’t subject to abuse, he’d have never come 
up with the Game, and maybe none of this would have happened at all. But that’s wishful 
thinking, and it doesn’t bring him any solace whatsoever. He sighs. “He can stay with me,” 
Kyle says. 


“No, I don’ wanna take up space,” Kenny says, abruptly more alert, but Kyle shakes his head. 


“You're sleeping at my place. And we should walk, maybe the cold will get you sobered up. 
Come on, we’re just a few blocks away.” 


Butters, although apparently hesitant, gets out of the car and pulls the seat forward so Kyle 
and Tweek can exit. Both Tweek and Butters ask if it’s really a good idea to have Kenny walk 
and stay over at Kyle’s, but Kyle assures them it is. He’s drunk, not injured. A little Colorado 
winter never killed anyone. It just froze a couple people. 


Kyle helps Kenny out of the car, which is a bit of a task considering Kenny keeps trying to 
fight him on it, but he manages nonetheless. They say goodbye to Tweek, who watches 
warily, and Butters says he’s going to follow them with his car to make sure they get there 
safely. Kyle is fine with that; it’s responsible, even. 


The walk is uneventful. Kenny stumbles along silently, with his head hanging down, and 
Kyle keeps a hold on his arm to make sure he doesn’t run into anything or slip and fall on the 
curb. Kyle tugs his keys out of his pocket and helps Kenny up the driveway, slightly slick 
with ice. Once up the few porch steps, he unlocks the door and tells Kenny to go inside. He 
turns back and waves at Butters, both in thanks and in urging that they’re both fine here. 
From the distance, he can’t really see if Butters acknowledges him, but he must at least know 
it’s okay, because he slowly pulls away to drive further down the street to his own house. 


Kyle steps into the house to see Kenny has dropped onto the couch and fallen asleep. Making 
a face, Kyle shuts the door behind himself and locks it, kicking off his shoes. The air smells 
like chicken and mushrooms, and Kyle thinks he also smells garlic, but he’s not entirely sure. 
He rubs his cheeks, numb with the cold, and makes his way into the kitchen. He’s not 
surprised to find both his father and Ike sitting at the kitchen table. And he’s not surprised at 
the concerned looks on their faces. 


Dad stands up, quick. “Where were you?” 
“I went to visit Stan,” Kyle says. “I forgot to let you know, I’m sorry.” 


Ike stands up and walks over to the doorway, peeking into the living room. “Why is Kenny 
sleeping on our couch?” he asks. 


“He’s drunk,” Kyle says. He looks at his dad. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, I should have. I 
know I promised I’d keep in touch with you, I just...” 


He stops, not really knowing what to say for a moment. 


“Kenny’s having a really hard time,” Kyle says. “He doesn’t really have anywhere to go. Can 
we keep him here, just for the night? He’s drunk. Like... he’s really drunk.” 


Dad looks him up and down, brows furrowed and lips tight. “Are you drunk?” 
“Jesus, Dad, no,” Kyle says. “Do I look drunk to you?” 


“No,” Dad admits, though it’s almost like it pains him to do so. After a moment, and after a 
sigh, and after a definite halt in which he hesitates further, his father finally says, “Kenny can 
stay. Sit down and eat something, I made chicken roulade.” 


It’s funny how quickly the urge to Get Better can be overrun. Immediately, Kyle’s hesitance 
skyrockets. He stares at his usual place at the table, he stares at the empty plate. In the center 
of the table, there’s a dish of potatoes and a plate of the chicken roulades. Kyle knows the 
recipe— he’s helped his mother make it, and he’s watched his father make it, and he’s tried to 
make it himself a couple times, but that was in middle school. He knows what’s in it, and 
now, he knows just how much of the crap in there that he seriously needs to avoid. Feeling 
sick, he comes to the conclusion that he can’t eat that. Look at it, look at how much stuff is in 
it. Olive oil and salt and thyme and potatoes and chicken breast and mushrooms and spinach 
and and and stop thinking. Stop thinking, right now. 


“Kyle, sit down.” 


The word “No,” is out of Kyle’s mouth before he even processes who spoke. It startles 
himself out of his thought, but only barely, before he begins sinking into it again. 


“No?” Dad asks, and Kyle knows that Dad’s the one who spoke earlier, too. Just the tone of 
voice, the slightly affronted manner— reads such a thing. 


“T’m sorry,” Kyle says. He doesn’t know what he’s apologizing for, but he knows that Dad 
doesn’t look happy and Ike doesn’t look happy, both things he can fix just by eating 
something, but he also knows that he likes the hunger in his stomach and he likes the 
cramping under his ribs and he doesn’t want to get rid of it, which is what will happen if he 
eats. There’s just a point where you’ve felt hunger for so long, that it becomes comfortable. 
That it feels good. Like an accomplishment. 


Jesus Christ. He’s sick. He’s really, really fucking sick. 


“Can I—” Kyle cuts off. He shifts from foot to foot, trying to tear his eyes away from the 
potatoes and the chicken, but he can’t. “Can I eat in my room with Kenny? I—” 


“But isn’t he asleep?” Ike says. 


“PI wake him up,” Kyle replies, startled by just how close he is to whining. “If he doesn’t 
eat something he’s gonna feel miserable tomorrow, plus I have to hydrate him and—” 


A dull thud shocks Kyle out of himself, and he spins around without a second thought. He 
doesn’t expect to see Kenny leaned up against the door frame, but he is. He looks tired and 
more than a little green, but not in a genuine sick way. It seems to be in more of an J would 
really rather be sick way, especially with the way Kyle notices Kenny, too, keeps looking at 
the food. It’s such a minimal thing, Kyle’s pretty sure he’s the only one who notices it. Hell, 
he’s almost convinced he’s imagining things. How wonderful would that be? Imagining 
things like that. Jesus, he’s delusional— and then Kenny says, “I’m not a plant,” and Kyle 
has no idea how to even begin comprehending that. 


“What?” he asks. 
“T’m— you said, like,” Kenny begins, closing his eyes for a moment. “Hydration, and—” 


“Alright, alright, you can eat in your room,” Dad interrupts. Apparently he’s not pleased with 
bearing witness to his son’s pitifully drunk friend. Dad turns toward the table and makes two 
plates of food for the two of them. Fear rises in Kyle’s chest again, and he has to bite into the 
flesh of his cheek until he tastes iron so he doesn’t give in to the almost overwhelming urge 
to abscond. Dad turns around and hands the plates to Kyle, who takes them with serious 
discomfort— he almost shudders when his spine shoots with a bolt of nervous energy. 
Fortunately, Dad doesn’t necessarily seem to notice. Or maybe he does, and he’s just not 
reacting to it. “If you spill, clean it up right away. I don’t want any stains in the carpet and the 
last thing we need is an ant infestation— and if he has to throw up, make sure he at least aims 
for a garbage can.” 


Kyle nods, though even he is able to acknowledge the robotic-like way he moves. Dad seems 
mostly satisfied. Ike offers to help, which Kyle accepts without thinking. As soon as they exit 
the kitchen, he gives the plates to Ike— the smell of food, the heat of it, makes him want to 
puke. Kyle is more than thankful that Ike doesn’t question it, as he uses Kenny’s being drunk 
as an excuse to occupy his hands. Kenny seems sober enough, at this point, to at least stagger 
his way up the steps without incident, but Kyle “would rather be safe than sorry” and he hates 
how, even in his own brain, he cannot rationalize that as anything other than an excuse. 
Because that’s what it kind of is to him. And sure, he’s concerned about Kenny— more than 
that, he’s scared that this is where Kenny felt it necessary to go, with all the bullshit going on 
— but that doesn’t make the excuse any less of an excuse. 


Kyle sits Kenny down on the floor next to the trashcan, and finally takes the plates away 
from Ike. With a minimal exchange of “Thanks,” and “Anytime”, Ike leaves Kyle and Kenny 
alone in Kyle’s room and then it’s just the two of them. 


More than a little uncomfortable, Kyle sits down in front of Kenny and hands a plate over to 
him. Kenny struggles for a moment with cutting his chicken, but otherwise doesn’t do much 
in the ways of food-aversion. Kyle is thankful for that. If Kenny had shown significant 
reluctance, Kyle isn’t sure if he’d be able to keep himself on-track. He hates that about 
himself, and he hates that he has to hate that about himself, but he does. They finish eating 
dinner silently, no conversation passing from their lips into the room. 


As soon as Kenny is done, he sets the plate on the floor, curls up next to the trashcan, and 
knocks out so fast that Kyle just barely has enough time to get him to drink a glass of water. 
Kyle is left to deal with the dishes, along with the overwhelming thickness in the air. 


Trekking down the stairs with their dishes in-hand, he tries not to be overwhelmed by it all. 
The smell of chicken and the mild taste of the potatoes, still thick and sticky on his tongue. 
His stomach feels much too full, and even if his head does feel clearer, that doesn’t make it 
any less difficult. His mouth keeps filling with saliva, and he’s scared he’s going to end up 

involuntarily Getting It Out. At the same time, he’s not scared of his body doing that. He’s 

scared of his body not doing that. He’s scared of not having any more excuses. 


Kyle stops in front of the kitchen sink, ignoring Ike who sits alone at the kitchen table doing 
math homework. He sets the plates down on the counter, rolls up his sleeves, turns on the tap, 
soaps up a sponge, and sets to work washing the dishes. 


Water floods over his hands and seems to fill the cracks in his skin. For a moment, he can 
pretend it mends him. He can pretend the heat of it freezes the cuts along the tops of his 
knuckles until they close. With his sleeves tugged up to his elbows as they are, he’s able to 
see the scars clearly. They glare not so much at him than instead at his other arm— his 
perfect arm, the unmarred pale skin, and as he becomes distracted by it, with water drenching 
the plate he holds and completely removing the soap from the sponge, he finds himself seeing 
the outline of his arms for the first time in a long time. 


Knobby wrists, prominent bones, brittle nails and bruised knuckles. Rubbed and scraped raw, 
the skin on the backs of his hands is dry from the cold winter weather. But further than that, 
he sees through the skin and notices veins. The bulge of his skeletal structure through his 
skin, the distinct way in which he knows— he knows— these cannot possibly be his arms, 
that cannot possibly be his skin, and if it weren’t for the scars on one of them, he’d be 
convinced he’d overtaken a stranger’s body. 


“Ike?” Kyle whispers, not removing his gaze from where it remains glued to his arms. He 
finds himself feeling the water more acutely; he finds himself concerned with the way it feels 
cold, although he knows it’s hot. He finds himself overly aware of the thickness of his shirt 
and sweater, and he hadn’t even taken off his jacket, but he’s still cold. The sound of writing, 
of chicken-scratch scribbling, suddenly ceases, and Kyle knows Ike has halted. 


“What’s wrong?” he asks. 


“The scale’s wrong, isn’t it?” Kyle replies. Ike doesn’t say anything for a while. Finally 
tearing himself from the sink, Kyle shuts off the water and looks over his shoulder. Ike stares 
at his notebook, expression remorseful. Intrinsic. Sad. Kyle feels his blood run cold. “How 
much do I really weigh?” 


Ike looks up from his notebook, brows furrowed as if contemplating whether he really wants 
to say it. Kyle himself doesn’t know if he really wants to hear it; the idea of his world being 
so different from what he thought, the idea of having been so wrong this whole time— of 
having assumed the scale subtracted weight rather than adding it— makes it hard to breathe. 
“Last time you weighed yourself you were one twenty-two, right?” 


Kyle doesn’t answer. Ike doesn’t need him to. He scratches the lead of his pencil against his 
notebook. 


“So I'd say you’re probably more like one-seventeen, at this point,” Ike finally says. “Though 
if you’ve lost more, you might be almost one-fifteen.” 


“A hundred and seventeen pounds,” Kyle mutters. If breathing was hard before, it’s almost 
impossible now. He wonders how he even got to this point. He wonders how he managed to 
lose so much weight. At his starting 135, he’d actually have been originally closer to 130. He 
takes in as deep of a breath as he can muster before slowly lowering himself to the floor. His 
hands are still wet, and he shakes with the faux-cold; he doesn’t care. He curls his fingers into 
his hair nonetheless, resting his elbows on his bent knees. 


He feels Ike walk over and sit next to him, more than he hears it. Without thinking, he tugs 
his sleeves down over his arms in protection; he does not want Ike— does not want anyone 
— to see the scars. After that, they’re silent for a long time. 


“I have an eating disorder,” Kyle finally says. He’s uncertain of how to feel about that, just 
how much of a revelation that genuinely is for him. 


“Yeah,” Ike says. “You do.” 
“T lost twenty-three pounds in two months.” 
“Yeah. You did.” 


This is it, he thinks. This is the revelation. This is the point where he finally gets it through 
his every cell that he needs to Get Better. And he’s known that since his talk with Clyde— he 
thinks a piece of him knew it before he even made Getting It Out a habit. But this is the 
moment, this is the second, this is the minute-hour-day, this late February night, sitting on his 
fucking kitchen floor with wet hands and twenty-three pounds lighter than he was the first 
time he got stoned, trying to wrap his brain around the fact that he still doesn’t feel it. 


He knows it. He knows it all. But he doesn’t feel it. 

The bitter pill of irony: he just wants to throw up. 

“What did I do?” Kyle asks. “Why did I do this to myself?” 
“T don’t know.” 

“T don’t know how to stop,” Kyle says. 


“You should really tell that to your therapist,” Ike replies. “That’s kind of what you’re seeing 
her for, right? Otherwise it’s just a waste of money.” 


Kyle shakes his head. “I don’t want to tell her.” 
“Do you want to get better?” 
“Of course I do.” 


“Then you have to tell her,” Ike says. 


“Tt’s not that simple.” 


“T know it’s not, but it kind of has to be,” says Ike. Kyle looks up from where he’d been 
staring at his knees, examining Ike. Ike has his notebook open, and he’s flipping gently 
through the pages. “People can’t read your mind, Kyle. No one can help you if you don’t say 
anything.” 


Kyle nods. Even so, it’s more of an automatic action than anything else. For a long while, as 
they lapse again into silence, he watches Ike flip through that notebook. He pinpoints 
mathematical equations and different theories for different things in different physics or 
chemistry or biology classes. Until, finally, Ike comes to settle on a page— full of an 
equation that seems more than just a little complicated, and yet is still much simpler than 
most of the other pages. 


It’s difficult to read, at first, but Kyle doesn’t have to worry about that for very long. Ike takes 
the page in one hand and takes the spine of the notebook in the other. In one swift motion, he 
tears it out. He hands the page to Kyle, who takes it, ignoring the water stains and droplets 
which mar it from his fingers. More droplets of water drip down his wrists, into his coat and 
sweater and shirt sleeves. 


REVERSING ASTATINE 
S+ At + N = [ZERO?] 
-N -N 
S+At=-N 
-S -S 
At=-N-S 
t Sst 
A = -N-S/t 
+S +S 
S+A=-N/t 
xt xt 
S+tA=-N 
-S-tA -S-tA 
[FINITY] =-S -tA-N 


Kyle looks at Ike. Ike doesn’t look back. He just stares at the paper, at the equation, obviously 
seeing something Kyle is not privy to. “This doesn’t make sense,” Kyle finally says. “Ike, it 
wouldn’t be ‘finity’, it’d just be the negative version of what it already was.” 


“But you can’t have negative zero,” says Ike. 
“So it’s impossible, it can’t exist,” Kyle replies. Ike shakes his head. 


“You could think of it that way, sure,” Ike says. “Ultimately, zero is nothing, and the opposite 
of nothing has to be something, right? But we don’t know what that something is. There are 
infinite possibilities for what the opposite of zero could be, but since zero is already an 
infinite concept, in order to have the opposite of zero, it would have to be something finite. 
Just like the opposite of a known quantity is an unknown quantity, the opposite of an infinite 
concept is a finite state.” 


It may just be the day wearing on him, but Kyle doesn’t know if he can wrap his head around 
that. He doesn’t know what time it is, but his eyes are burning and his eyelids feel heavy and 
he finds falling asleep extremely tempting. He shakes his head free of as much exhaustion as 
he can. “I don’t get it,” he says. “What does it mean?” 


But Ike doesn’t answer right away. And maybe Kyle could have seen it coming, or maybe he 
should have seen it coming, but it doesn’t make what Ike says any less difficult to swallow. 


“It’s up to you,” Ike says. “As it is... well, I guess it’s just whatever you make of it. Just like 
anything else, right?” 


Chapter End Notes 


i am so sorry for the delay in posting this update. i've been incredibly busy and i 
underestimated my workload for the week. i wish i could say for sure when the next 
update will be posted, but i don't know. i'm hoping it'll be out by sunday, february 9th. i 
know it will absolutely be posted before valentine's day. thank you for your patience, 
and sorry again <3 


comments / feedback / constructive criticism; all is welcome! 


[in]finity = -s - ta - n, pt. 1 


Chapter Summary 


This isn’t going to be easy at all. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Out on a desolate road somewhere in the rural countryside, Kyle is locked in a 2007 Ford 
Fusion and left alone to freeze. He bangs on the windows of the backseat, fingers numb and 
hands red from the abuse. Every time he thinks he has made a crack— every time one 
appears— it mends immediately. 


It’s useless to fight, but he tries harder anyway. He slams his elbow into the window and digs 
his fingernails into the crack it makes. He claws and scrapes until his fingertips begin to 
bleed, until the top surfaces of his nails split and separate. He opens his mouth, screams, feels 
his vocal cords tighten and shred, but no sound comes out. 


It will never get better. Everywhere he looks, he sees the round, pale face of Eric. He sees 
brown eyes glaring down at him from the pitch night sky. He sees their pupils blend into the 
sclerae like stars around black holes. They pin the car doors shut. They paste the windows 
with the tears they cry, and the spit of mouths he cannot see so much as feel, licking his skin. 
The AC turns on and begins to fill the car with the scent of apples. 


There’s no way out. He grabs onto the sides of his head and searches his brain for options, for 
a plan, but he can’t find one. He has been stuck in this car for hours, and he will not be found. 
He will not get out. He cannot get out. He doesn’t know if he wants to. He doesn’t know if 
that’s a relief. 


Kyle removes his hands from his head, scoots as close to the door as possible, and bashes the 
side of his skull against the window. Dizziness explodes behind his eyes, a slew of fireworks. 
Again: bang. It’s escape, it’s a way out. Bang. Bang. Get him out. He will claw his own eyes 
out if he has to. Bang. Bang. Bang. The smell of apples fills the car completely, an unruly 
stench that rots in his throat. It changes in pitch. It changes in note. He doesn’t want to smell 
it anymore. He wants it all to stop. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. 


His vision stains red and his hair becomes wet. Blood seeps from the cracks in the car 
window, and they don’t mend. The eyes are still there, watching him. Their pupils track into 
the car with him. He catches sight of the ceiling, sees the stain. He begs them to leave him 
alone. He mouths the words, voice gone forever, as he continues to crush his skull against the 
glass. The car rocks with the force of it. His body is being violated. He feels it all over him. 


Bang. Bang. Let him out. Bang. He just wants to get out. Bang. He just wants it to be over. 
Bang. 


Please, just let it end. 


Just let it end. Just let it end. Just let it end. Just let it end, just let it end, just let it end, just let 
it end just let it end just let it end let it end let it end let it end let it end let it let it let it let it 
let it 


end 
and 
Kyle wakes up. 


He inhales sharply, eyes fluttering open into the early morning light of his bedroom. He’s 
disoriented. This is not at all where he remembers being. The same things are happening. His 
body is still wrecked with the visuals of his skin tearing and the cracks on the window 
bleeding. He still remembers the eyes. He gazes up at the ceiling and prays he won’t see 
them. His heart pounds, unending and rushed, in his chest. His body is overcome with shakes 
and shivers and he has to grab his thighs and claw at his stomach to erase the feeling of being 
stolen. 


Of being broken. 


He doesn’t move for a long time. The feelings don’t leave him alone. He’s not thinking about 
it, but his body is reliving it. That’s what it feels like. Like no matter how hard he focuses on 
anything else, it’s impossible to push the physical sensations away. He’s scared it will never 
end. That he will always feel this, constantly, every second of every minute of every hour of 
every day and he’s here, he wants to scream— he’s here, on the floor of his bedroom with a 
blanket suffocating him and Kenny snoring next to him, and all he can think of or feel or 
experience or truly know is the fact that he has lost something he will never get back. 


He’s used up, and embarrassed, thinking back on it. He’s horrified of the way his body 
reacted, and he’s scared that maybe he liked it even though he wanted nothing more than for 
it all to stop. He wanted nothing more than for it all to go away. And he’s scared he can’t trust 
his body or maybe he can’t trust his mind. And he’s scared that maybe he just can’t trust 
anyone anymore. 


Even Butters has done regrettable things. He’d always been under the assumption that Butters 
was the most innocent of them all, but he’d been so wrong. It’s a strange thing to know, and 
it’s a strange thing to think about, and he still can hardly wrap his head around it. He wonders 
just how many of Eric’s ideas were originally Butters’. 


He doesn’t want to know. 


With his heart finally calming enough for him to no longer be paralyzed, Kyle slowly pushes 
himself upright. He struggles to push the blanket off of him. His back hurts like a bruise, 
along the ridge of his spine, and his hips ache. He tugs his shirt and sweatshirt down over his 


previously-exposed stomach, newly embarrassed at how he’d had to scratch his abdomen so 
sharply to focus on something other than those... sensations. 


Kyle pushes himself to his feet. He rolls up the blanket he’d taken from the hall closet, and 
looks over Kenny. He’s still sleeping, and he hasn’t moved a single inch from where he’d 
fallen asleep last night. To be curled around that trashcan like that cannot, in any way, be 
comfortable. But... whatever settles him, he supposes. He picks up the blanket and grabs a 
change of clothes from his dresser, then exits his room. He fights the automatic instinct to 
push the blanket into the washing machine, even though it’s only been used once and 
logically isn’t dirty. Instead, he sets it on top of the washer, and disappears into the bathroom. 


He takes a moment to check his blood sugar. It’s normal, so he doesn’t have to worry about 
eating quite yet. He also checks the time— almost five in the morning. Christ, he really didn’t 
sleep much, did he...? 


Kyle strips (does not weigh himself) and steps into the shower. 


It takes a long time for him to be satisfied with his cleanliness, but it doesn’t take as long as it 
had on the day it happened. He decides to take that as a victory, no matter how small. 


Now “clean” and fully dressed, Kyle brushes his teeth and stops himself when he starts 
pulling out the scale. He stares at it, under the sink— stares at his hands, frozen and 
outstretched toward it. He wants to weigh himself (wants to see the number change, go 
down). He... 


No. 


Kyle grabs the scale and leaves the bathroom. He goes to the hall closet, opens the door, and 
shoves the scale underneath a pile of folded towels. As soon as it’s out of sight, he shuts the 
door and presses his forehead against the wood. 


He wants to take the scale out. 
He wants to apologize to it. 


Tell it it was right, that his worth is solely measured by those numbers, but he refuses. He 
doesn’t close his eyes in fear of seeing something, but instead keeps them open so he can 
remind himself of what reality holds for him. He stares down at himself and pretends to 
pinpoint the good things, but he can’t. All he can see is too much, too big, too fat, too flabby 
and chubby and disgusting and pitiful. He sees his legs, his arms, and it’s like even through 
his clothes, he can tell exactly where his body is— that he fills in too much of the fabric. 


This... 
This isn’t going to be easy, is it? 
This isn’t going to be easy at all. 


He’s going to struggle with this for a long time. 


And maybe it’ll never fully go away, but... he’ll never know if he doesn’t try. 


Kyle removes himself from the closet door and makes his way back to his bedroom. He 
closes the door behind himself and begins cleaning. He sorts the things on his desk— a 
notebook, pencils, pens, erasers, homework worksheets and a laptop. He picks up the clothes 
from his floor and under his bed and puts them in the wash. He sorts the clothing in his 
dresser— something he hasn’t done since before Stan hid the weed in his socks— and 
considers that, too, to be an accomplishment. 


Feeling stronger, more put-together, he approaches his bed and 
stops. 


A wave of dizziness swirls through his brain. His heart threatens to burst from his chest. 
Nausea threatens him with the possibility of vomiting. He’s trapped between images of being 
forced to cut himself and being forced to 


—take it, 
just like that, 
so pliant, 
what 

a 

good 

boy— 


Kyle shakes his head and turns around, refusing to so much as look. He can’t. Not right now. 
Not today. Maybe not ever, but definitely not right now. He presses his hands over his face 
and fights back the urge to cry at how worthless he is. How useless, how weak, how pathetic, 
that he can’t even face a fucking bed. The bed he slept in for years, and now has barely sat in 
since it happened. It’s just not safe for him, anymore. The mattress, the sheets, the pillow 
with tear-and-saliva stains on it. 


He wonders if any of it will ever truly get better. And amid the questioning, he forces himself 
to think positively. To think that, maybe he’s not ready now, but at least he’s able to waste 
less water in the shower because he’s not focused on fake bugs crawling in his skin. And at 
least now people know, and he told, and now he’s getting help. He just has a few more steps 
to take— with his, fucking... with his eating disorder and with Eric. He has to report what 
happened, doesn’t he? 


Yeah. Yeah, he really— 


Somewhere, a phone rings. Kyle gasps at the suddenness of the sound, his entire body jump- 
starting. His heart starts to calm down, and just as his heart does so, he realizes that Kenny 
has bolted violently awake and now searches through the blanket and his pockets for his 
phone. 


There’s an undeniable look of panic on Kenny’s face. He’s pale and trembling, shaking, tears 
beginning to bead in the corners of his eyes as he desperately tries to find the object. Finally, 


he does, and he doesn’t even seem to look at the contact before answering with a sobbing cry: 
“Stan, for fuck’s sake, I’ve been calling you all night!” 


Everything falls silent. 


Kenny realizes something is amiss only when the person on the other end of the line begins 
talking— Kyle can hear their muffled voice. The brutal confusion on Kenny’s face is 
startling. “No,” Kenny says, in response to whatever the person has told him. “Tweek, I can’t 
talk— please go over to Stan’s—” 


Another silence as the person— Tweek, apparently— says something else. 


Kenny finally seems to realize where he is. “Oh,” he says, his voice cracking with the effort. 
He glances around the room like he’s seeing it for the first time, and considering his first 
reaction, Kyle wouldn’t be surprised if this is the first time he’s seeing it. Kenny brings his 
knees up to his chest and uses the hand not holding the phone to his ear to rub his face. “I’m 
sorry— no, no, I’m okay. Yeah, I’m at Kyle’s. Why? Oh.” 


Silence. Kenny looks up at Kyle. 


“Do you want to talk to him?” Kenny asks, and Kyle doesn’t know who he’s talking to at that 
point. He stays silent, and completely frozen, as he waits for prompting. Turns out, Kenny 
had been talking to Tweek. After a moment of listening, Kenny glances over to Kyle, still 
standing stock-still and confused, a few feet away. He ushers Kyle over. Slowly, Kyle 
approaches. He listens to Kenny speak. “Okay, cool. Yeah, he’s right here. Here.” 


Kenny thrusts the phone in Kyle’s direction, muttering something about technicalities— or 
maybe he’d said something about going to take a leek, Kyle admittedly isn’t very sure. He 
simply takes the phone, and watches Kenny exit the room as he presses it to his ear. He hears 
the gentle static-feedback noise which accompanies most phone calls. He settles down on the 
floor, crossing his legs, and waits for Tweek to say something. 


For a long time, there’s no noise. Briefly, Kyle wonders if he’d accidentally hung up or muted 
it or something. But he hasn’t. Just as he goes to check, Tweek blurts it out: “J told them 
everything. I... I reported it. Last night, I went to the station and I told them everything and 
filled out a report and— and— and I’m pressing charges. Kyle, I’m pressing charges, and 
now they’re going to book evidence and I have to go to court and I don t know what to do. 

I’m scared.” 


Everything stops. Everything freezes, around him, and it’s Kyle’s turn for silence. He stares 
at a point on the wall where he must have accidentally hit it with a book, as there’s a dent. 
But the longer he looks at it, the more and more he realizes it looks like a stain. He shuts his 
eyes and pretends it isn’t there, because it isn’t. He hasn’t seen it before because it’s never 
been there before for him to see. He sees things that aren’t there. Hallucinations? Are they 
stress-induced? 


Another thing to talk to his therapist about. 


“Jesus,” Kyle says. 


“I know, I... did I do the right thing? I don t feel good. I don t feel good at all.” 
“You did the right thing, of course you did the right thing,” Kyle says. “Jesus, Tweek.” 
“I’m scared. I don t want to do this alone.” 


“You won't. I’m here, too, I...” his brain screams at him not to say the next words. His entire 
body rejects the notion; the nausea high in his stomach starts to spread through his entire 
body, nipping at his skin until he can only feel pinpricks and needlepoints in his fingertips. 
He swallows down saliva. “I’m going to report it. I'll report it, too, okay? It’s two against 
one. Neither of us will have to do it alone.” 


“But—” 
“Don’t talk me out of it. Seriously.” 


“Okay. Okay. Okay— I— I just...” Tweek trails off, obviously picking up some piece of the 
puzzle which he can’t find a place for. He makes a strange, growling, stressed noise under his 
breath— Kyle furrows his brows at the way it sounds over the phone. “Christ. Oh, no. 
Butters. What are we gonna do about Butters?” 


That’s a question that Kyle doesn’t have an answer to. He has been running into a lot of 
those, lately. He picks at a piece of dry skin on his lips, thinking on it. “We be honest. Don’t 
hide anything. That’ll just give Eric grounds for a defense.” 


“I don t want Butters to go to prison.” 
“We don’t even know if what he did is illegal. Hell, we don’t even know what he did.” 
“What if he did something really bad?” 


“T doubt he’s capable of doing much harm. All we need to worry about is putting Eric behind 
bars, okay?” 


“Okay. Okay. When are you going to—” 


“Today,” Kyle says. He pauses... shakes his head. “Or...tonight, I... I don’t know when. But 
definitely in the next twenty-four hours. It’s going to be okay.” 


A thick silence slips into the call line. Static only seems to increase. “Okay,” Tweek 
eventually says. 


“Thank you for reporting,” Kyle says. “I’m proud of you.” 


Kyle hears the scoffing noise on the other end of the line. “J really wish people would stop 
saying that.” 


Tweek hangs up without another word. 


Kyle holds the silence for a few beats longer before letting go of a breath he hadn’t even 

realized he’d been holding. He pulls the phone away from his ear and looks down at it. A 
strange surrealism hits him, looking at Kenny’s cell. A bizarre, this is the last phone Stan 
contacted before... 


It threatens the stability of his emotions, so Kyle shuts off the faucet before it can so much as 
drip. He closes his eyes, tight tight tight, and sets Kenny’s phone down on the pillow Kenny 
had been sleeping on not ten minutes ago. When he opens his eyes next, it’s because he hears 
the shuffle-rustling of slightly-uncoordinated footsteps heading back into the bedroom. 
Kenny appears the same as he had before he’d left, if not a little more level-headed and less 
panicked. “Dude, I feel like actual ass,” he says. 


Kenny shuffles forward, and comes to a stop a couple feet away. He looks down, and Kyle 
looks up at him. After a moment or two, he lowers himself to sit down on the floor next to 
Kyle. He grabs his cell phone, not even sparing it a glance before shoving it into his pocket. 
Kyle doesn’t know how he should feel about this; he doesn’t know if he’s alright with the 
way this might just get brushed under the rug... 


“Have you spoken to anyone?” Kyle asks. 
Kenny grunts, “About what?” 


“The fact that you basically had a... a what, a fucking flashback?” Kyle says, perhaps a bit 
too snappish given the situation, but it doesn’t seem to bother Kenny very much. In fact, 
Kenny brushes it off with a scoff all-too-similar to the one he’d received from Tweek earlier. 


“That wasn’t a flashback,” Kenny says, “That’s not how flashbacks work.” 
“Then what was it?” 

“A bad dream.” 

“A bad dream? Do bad dreams do that?” 


Pushed to the brink, Kenny snaps, “I don’t know! Why the fuck not? Maybe hangover 
nightmares are fucking worse!” and Kyle falls silent. The frustration, the desperation, is 
apparent in Kenny’s expression. Kyle sympathizes with his situation, although he can’t really 
figure out the explicit details of what is going on in his friend’s head. Another too-long- 
silence stutters by, and Kenny drops his head into his hands, elbows resting on his knees. 


He looks tired— no, he looks exhausted. 


“T think about it,” Kenny says, his voice cracking— so quiet, Kyle almost misses it. He looks 
on, examining Kenny, as he curls in on himself more. It’s odd. The verbal admitting, the 
physical closing off... Kenny doesn’t look up, not once, as he speaks. “I think about it a lot. 
All the time, maybe, I don’t know. I think a part of me just kind of shut down, I can’t 
remember things as well as I used to be able to.” 


Kyle wants to ask questions, but he doesn’t. He lets Kenny continue at his own pace. 
Admittedly, he’s not sure why he doesn’t interrupt or respond. Is it for Kenny’s sake, or for 
his own? Does he even want to hear what Kenny has to say? Is he ready to be exposed to 
that? To this? He has no choice. Not if he wants to be there for him. 


What Kyle does not expect, is for Kenny to laugh. “I’m traumatized,” he says. “That’s what it 
is, I’m traumatized, this is trauma. ‘A deeply distressing or disturbing experience’, what the 
fuck... seems a little blase, for what the fuck it is. Christ. Jesus Christ. Jesus fucking Christ.” 


Kenny lifts his head. The smile on his face is macabre. Dissociative. 


“I saw him,” Kenny whispers. “And whenever I close my eyes, I just see his body laying on 
the bathroom floor.” 


The bathroom floor... 


“And it cuts and I’m on the sidewalk, and I see a tree,” Kenny says. “But it all gets kind of 
jumbled, so I think I see him in the tree like some sort of— of—” 


Kenny doesn’t say it. He doesn’t have to. Kyle knows. 


“T don’t even know how the fuck I got on that sidewalk,” Kenny says. “I don’t even know 
why I walked in in the first place, I didn’t need to. I didn’t need to do that, if I was just going 
to walk out anyway. What the fuck was I gonna do, huh? Fucking CPR? Chest compressions 
and rescue breaths?” 


Kyle is at a loss for words. 


“I don’t know how I got there,” Kenny says. This time, his voice is a whisper. “I don’t 
remember running there, I don’t remember entering. I just remember seeing it. In front of my 
face, not five feet away, and then I’m on the sidewalk, watching the paramedics, and then 
you’re there, and you’re screaming your head off, and I’m thinking to myself— I’m thinkin’, 
if I can just get him to stop screaming, y’know? If I can just get you to stop screaming. 
Because— fuck, you’re the rational one. If you’re screaming, something’s definitely wrong. 
If I can get you to stop, maybe everything else will stop, too.” 


At some point, tears had gathered in the corners of Kenny’s eyes. Kyle finds himself 
enraptured by them, observing the way they glitter in the much-too-bright morning light. But 
Kenny doesn’t cry. Not really. Tears fall, but Kenny catches them. He wipes them, pushes 
them away, ignores them. Kyle wonders why. He almost asks why, but stops himself short. 
He thinks it may be insensitive of him to do so, particularly given the situation. He does 
reach out, though. He places a hand between Kenny’s shoulder blades. He doesn’t know if 
it’s comforting, or comfortable, but it’s all he really knows to do right now. 


With a dead, monotone voice, Kenny says, “I’m just so tired, ya know?” 
“Yeah,” Kyle murmurs. “I know.” 


Kenny’s head dips back down and he becomes buried, once more, within himself. 


Kyle frowns, wishing for things to return to any semblance of normal, but he’s almost 
entirely certain they will never go back to the way they were, not ever. He almost wonders if 
it’s worth it. He pulls himself together for just long enough to gather the courage to speak. He 
doesn’t get the chance, however, as Kenny shrugs Kyle’s hand off of him and stands. 


“T gotta get home,” Kenny says. 


Kyle hurries to his own feet. “What?” he asks. “Dude, it’s like, seven in the morning— and 
you’re hungover.” 


“T have a family to take care of,” Kenny says. “I have a job, I have shit to do.” 


“Shit to do?” Kyle asks. Anger heats his chest as he follows Kenny out of his room, and 
down the hall. Both of their feet stomp against the steps. “Shit to do? Kenny, you’re not okay, 
do you really think you should be trying to take care of other people while you’re fucked up 
like this?” 


“Good to know you think I’m fucked up,” Kenny replies. 
“That’s not what I meant, and you know it!” 


It reaches nowhere. Kyle almost stumbles, his foot catching on the back of the previous step. 
He grabs onto the banister before he can collapse, before he can tumble down the steps. 
Kenny reaches the front door and kicks his shoes on. 


For a moment, Kyle thinks Kenny might just leave without saying anything else. But he 
doesn’t. He turns and looks at Kyle, with the door open and a scenery of early-spring melting 
snow bright beyond him. 


“He loves you, by the way,” Kenny says. “I don’t remember if I ever actually told you that.” 


Kenny leaves. The door closes, silent, behind him. 
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[in]finity = -s - ta - n, pt. 2 


Chapter Summary 


“Cover them up how?” Kyle asks. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Trying to follow Kenny does very little other than make his friend aggravated. Kyle soon 
forgoes it in an effort to keep things civil, though he does contact Clyde and ask him if it’d be 
at all possible for him to keep an eye on Kenny. Whether it be visiting him at his house or 
following him to work, wherever it is that Kenny is employed. City Wok? Kyle can’t recall if 
Kenny still works there, or if he’d managed to get hired at a different job, or even if he’d quit 
and since taken up something different. 


Kyle returns home long enough to eat breakfast with his father and little brother. He thinks 
there’s a menial conversation which is had at the table, but he doesn’t remember it, nor does 
he particularly care to. Soon enough, he gathers his things back up and makes his way out of 
the house, making sure to bring snacks and his kit with him just in case. He doesn’t plan on 
going far, but he wouldn’t put it past his body to run out of fuel quicker than it usually would, 
given everything that has happened. 


He tells himself he doesn’t want to know, that there are certain things which a person just 
doesn’t need to have on their conscience. It’d be bad for him, he argues, making his way 
down an almost forgotten path down past houses which he doesn’t want to remember and 
makes a point not to look at. But he swears that he catches a glimpse of the worst, as he 
passes it. He thinks he sees eyes, or a round face, in the window of a dark green house. Soon, 
Kyle finds himself freezing. Directly in front of Eric Cartman’s house, at the very base of the 
driveway. He stares up at it. Its door, its windows. 


The curtain draws back. A pale, meaty hand pushes the fabric from the window. Eric and 
Kyle watch each other through a pane of glass. 


Eric snarls. 
Kyle stumbles backward... 
And continues his way, quickly, down the sidewalk. 


The person he’s going to see is much more knowledgeable than he’d ever been given credit 
for. If Kyle has questions, surely this person has the answers. 


Even if he doesn’t want to hear them. 


Kyle walks up the Stotch family driveway and steps onto the stoop. He knocks a couple 
times, but the knocks are far too quiet to be heard from any respectable distance— or even a 
poor distance. So, he knocks again— but once more, the energy isn’t there. The voice in his 
head tells him to walk away, to grab the food in his backpack and dump it all into the 
trashcan at the park just the other way down the road. 


Kyle rings the doorbell. It’s only a few seconds before he hears the footsteps in the house, 
and sees the shadow approach beyond the frosted glass of the door’s window. Butters 
answers the door, still wearing pajamas. They’re thermal, thick and definitely made for 
winter. To Kyle’s simultaneous surprise and expectation, the pajamas are not a onesie. 
They’re normal sweatpants and a button-up shirt. 


“Kyle?” asks Butters, surprised and a little uneasy. “What are you doing here?” 


The words escape Kyle’s mouth before he can even second guess. “What did you do to 
him?” 


He knows more than he ever had before, that this is it. This is what he’ll be dealing with for 
the rest of his life. 


Butters swallows thickly and looks over both shoulders. It must have something to do with 
being overheard. It strikes a weird fearfulness, that Butters has to be so sneaky about it. 
Kyle’s resolve grows more. Now he does not just want to know, he needs to know. 


There’s a silence before Butters acquiesces. He steps out of the house fully, barely pausing to 
kick on his shoes and tug on his jacket, before quietly shutting the door behind them. 


Butters produces a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. He takes one out and perches it between 
his lips, clicking the lighter a few times. 


“Why do you smoke?” asks Kyle. 
“I just want to,” Butters says. He hands over the pack, offering it. “Want one?” 


Kyle makes a face. Butters shrugs and pockets the pack again. A few drags on that cigarette 
later, Kyle wonders if he should leave. 


If Butters tells him, he cannot plead lack of knowledge in court— if it were to come to that. 
Would it be more healing to find out, or leave it alone? Kyle doesn’t know if he wants Butters 
to go to jail. But should a person— who very likely committed some sort of atrocious crime, 
with the way he acts about it— really be allowed to roam free, if they are guilty? Even 
against someone as... heinous, as Eric? 


“What did you do to him?” Kyle asks again. Butters’ cigarette is half-gone and he taps some 
ashes off into the snow. 


“Whatever he did to you, I probably did to him,” Butters says. 


Kyle yanks his sleeve up and holds out his arm so Butters can see— see them, see the cuts, 
the gashes, the scars. “Did you do this?” he snaps, pointing sharply to the pinkish-silver of 


them, the vaguely scab-like consistency or texture or whatever, the loss of skin that used to be 
his, a large gash which will never look normal again. 


Dirty, greedy, slimy Jew. 


Butters hasn’t reacted to Kyle’s outburst. The cold licks his scars— licks his entire arm, but 
his scars most of all. Maybe there’s a piece of Butters’ brain that is broken, too. That maybe, 
in the midst of it all, there’s something to be said for the people who did the hurting, too. 


Angry tears prickle in the corners of Kyle’s eyes. He can’t imagine. 

He doesn’t understand. 

He feels like he has gone insane. 

Maybe, this entire time, he has been dead. 

Kyle lowers his arm and tugs his sleeve slowly back down. 

Butters discards of the cigarette. Throws it into the snow. It makes a gentle hiss. 


Kyle steps back, moves to leave, but Butters lifts a hand (Kyle flinches automatically), and 
gestures to Kyle’s arm. “I can cover those up, if you want,” Butters suggests. 


“Cover them up how?” Kyle asks. 
“Sharpies,” Butters says. “I can draw a design for you, if you want.” 


Kyle opens his mouth, but he still has no answer. He simply stands, wondering if this is a 
trap, if he can truly trust Butters, if he can truly trust anyone, if Kenny planted a bug in his 
room and felt guilty about it and that’s why he left so quickly, if Tweek is in on it with Eric 
and it’s all going to come back around to swallow him up until he hardly exists as much more 
than a husk and— 


“Yeah,” Kyle murmurs. “Y—yeah, I... Pd like that.” 


Without question, Butters nods and leads Kyle into the house. It smells of paint, and the walls 
seem to have a fresh coat of green. The only noise around them is that of the air conditioning, 
and the refrigerator whirring. Kyle and Butters remove their winter gear and make their way 
up the steps, to the end of the hall where Butters’ room resides. Butters shuts the door behind 
them, and after gesturing for Kyle to sit, Kyle does. 


Kyle sits down on the floor, next to Butters’ bed. Butters opens his closet door and shuffles 
through some items, before retrieving a large Ziploc bag of Sharpies. He cradles the bag in 
his arm, shuts the door, and makes his way to Kyle. He sits down next to him. 


“What design do you want?” asks Butters. 


Kyle falls silent for a beat. He stares at a sketchbook not far from where they sit. “Td like an 
apple tree,” he says. 


“Okay,” says Butters. “May I see your arm?” 


Kyle grabs onto the end of his sleeve. He halts. He waits for his heart to calm down. He 
breathes in, deeply, and pulls his sleeve back up. He holds his arm out, awkward. Fortunately, 
Butters seems well-versed in how to manage this type of thing. 


Gently, Butters takes Kyle’s arm and guides it down, to rest on Butters’ knee. He turns it so 
the scars face up. 


Every action Butters takes is slow. He opens the bag, withdraws a few browns, greens, and 
reds, and a black Sharpie. He removes the cap of the black marker and, with his free hand, 
gently grabs Kyle’s wrist, holding the skin still— 


Breath hitching, Kyle jerks his arm up and away, leaving a black mark in the wake of his 
movement. His heart races in his chest again. His mouth goes dry. Butters’ face falls. “I’m 
sorry,” Butters says. “Are you okay?” 


Eventually, Kyle’s pulse slows itself to a less erratic rhythm. He swallows thickly and 
reluctantly brings his arm back down. He looks at the awkward, accidental black drag along 
the side of his arm. “Yeah,” he says. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean... I just— the last time—” 


“I see,” says Butters. “It’s okay, that’s okay. We’ll take our time.” 
Kyle nods. He braces himself, this time, preparing for the worst, though it does not come. 


“T’m going to start now, is that okay?” asks Butters. Kyle nods, and Butters, with the softest, 
most forgiving grip Kyle has ever felt, begins to draw a very light, sketchy outline of the 
general shape. The base of the tree, the gentle slope of its trunk, and the webbing of its 
branches and leaves— slowly, it forms, and Kyle watches, enamored. Butters begins to color 
it in. The texture of the marker is bizarre, cold, against his skin. 


“You’ve done this before,” Kyle says. 
“Of course,” says Butters. 

“On who?” 

“Myself.” 


Kyle jerks, looking at Butters. The coloring Butters engages in does not stop; the green swirls 
in gentle circles and minimalist hatching. After a moment, or two, Butters caps the green and 
retrieves a brown. His eyes briefly meet Kyle’s. 


“Don’t look at me like that,” says Butters. 
“You have scars?” 


Butters huffs a little laugh. “Who doesn’t?” 


Opening his mouth to say something... is useless. Kyle shuts his mouth and turns his gaze 
back down to his arm. Butters uses more hatching on the trunk than the leaves. Horizontal 
lines dash across the trunk of the tree— which embodies most of the scars—, following the 
lines of the numbers. 


“I know how to paint nails, too, if you’re interested,” offers Butters. 
Kyle snorts. “A nail tech, too, huh?” 
“You bet,” says Butters. “Tweek says I’m the best.” 


“I wouldn’t doubt it.” Another lapse of silence. Kyle struggles for a moment to figure out if 
he wants to say what he really wants to say. Finally, he asks, “Why did you cut Eric?” 


“T didn’t, actually,” says Butters. “I’m not sure why he... I never did this to him. I suppose he 
took it much farther than I did, in that way.” 


“What did you do to him?” 
“A lot.” 
“A lot’ isn’t an answer.” 


Cap. Another marker: red. Butters presses the felt tip to Kyle’s forearm, circles it to create an 
apple amid the greens of the leaves. “It’s all the answer you’re going to get,” Butters finally 
says. 


Half a dozen more apples. He draws a few on the ground, under the tree, too. One is 
decaying. One is eaten. 


“I need you to respect my privacy, Kyle,” says Butters. “I’m not okay talking about it, I’m 
not. I want to be left out of it— and I want you and Tweek to be left out of it, too. Trust me, 
it’s for the best.” 


c ‘But— > 


“No, Kyle,” says Butters. “No ‘but’s. Some things, you just don’t get to know. Some things 
are private. Some things don’t need to be told.” 


Butters caps the red. He looks at Kyle. 

“Leave it alone, okay?” and it’s a plead. 

Kyle’s gaze drifts back down to his arm. He looks at the finished apple tree. 
It is beautiful, Kyle thinks. It’s beautiful, it’s a gift, and it’s mine. 


“Thank you,” Kyle says. 


“Aw, anytime, buddy,” replies Butters. He gathers the markers and begins to put them back 
into the bag. “Would you like me to paint your nails, though? I have some clear polish that 
tastes really bad, it might help you stop biting your nails.” 


“I don’t bite my nails.” 


“Oh,” says Butters, looking up curiously. “I guess I shouldn’t have assumed you did... it just 
looks like you do.” 


Kyle looks down at his chafed, rough nails. He swallows. After a moment, he looks back up. 
“How bad does it taste?” 


“Really bad,” Butters replies; he makes a face, probably at the memory of it. Kyle bites the 
inside of his cheek. 


“Actually, if you’re willing,” Kyle says, “I'd like you to paint my nails with that.” 


Once the polish has dried, it takes him a moment to get used to the feeling of having a coat of 
something over each nail. Eventually, Kyle returns home. 


He feels different. He asks his father to bring him to the hospital so he can visit Stan. He 
would like to talk with Stan about something nice. 


The drive is unremarkable. Kyle does not get into any fights or arguments. He does not feel 
trapped in the car. He does not freeze on his way out of the door. He walks into the hospital 
without snide remark or comment or thought. He thinks he has a therapist appointment later 
on, too. He made a list on his phone of all the topics he intends to touch on with Malissa. 
He’s not going to speak them, or read them aloud. He’s going to hand his phone over to her 
and allow her to read the list, because he’s pretty sure if he were in charge of reading it to her, 
he would clam up and nothing would happen. 


He wants good things to happen. He wants to get better. 


When he reaches the fourth floor, he makes his way down the hall, alone, and wonders if he 
should apologize to the nurse he freaked out in front of on that first night Stan was in the 
hospital. 


What was that, eight days ago? 
But there’s something new. 


And there’s a doctor with an official lab coat and everything, with blue latex gloves on and a 
solemn look on his face— sympathetic enough to be natural, but not sympathetic enough to 
signal that he has bared himself to actually feeling for the patient. 


And Missus Marsh sobs softly into her hands. 


And Kyle stands there as it’s described to him. 


Stan will not wake up on his own. He is entirely reliant on life support. The term “brain 
dead” comes to mind, though he doesn’t know if they actually say it. He stands there as they 
let him know that, the best thing to do right now, is to withdraw care, and allow him to pass. 


Like Stan’s some sort of test. 

It makes him angry. It makes him livid. 
But he knows 

(he fears it, he fears it, he fears it) 

he has to let him go. 

He doesn’t want to say goodbyes. 

He doesn’t want to say goodbye. 

But a moment alone is all he can ask for. 


A moment alone with Stan is all he can ask for. 
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EPILOGUE: Action, Effect, Fate 


Chapter Summary 


Lightning bugs form stars which he can touch. 


Chapter Notes 


warning for potentially offensive eating disorder jokes 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Kyle still thinks about the night Eric was arrested. The slush, the mud, the clouds gathered in 
the sky— some bitter leaves peaked through where rakes had not picked them up in the fall, 
from the melting snow. He remembers the police. The lights. He had run outside as soon as 
he’d seen it. He’d stopped in front of his house and watched as a police officer lead a 
complacent Eric down the porch steps in the middle of the night. Lianne had been crying, 
pleading with the officers that there must be some mistake, not my baby, my little poopsikins, 
not my Eric! 


Eric had held his head down and trudged down his driveway that night. Handcuffs only 
vaguely glinted in the dullness of it; the red and blue caught in separate intervals. 


Kyle will never forget that moment, just as Eric was being ducked into the police car, where 
Cartman had looked up with wet, dead eyes and a pale face and the faintest of frowns. 


Kyle watched as he’d been driven off. 


Sometimes, Kyle dreams about it. But it’s a flash of this light, that light, the other light. He 
remembers it so often that he has forgotten it. 


It’s incredible to him, really, that so many details have stuck with him over the months. Kyle 
knows a lot of it is trauma, but it’s still remarkable. The arrest had happened in February, not 
long after he’d reported— Kyle remembers going to visit Tweek the next day, the both of 
them absolute messes, confused and afraid and unsure of what was to come—,, but it is no 
longer February. 


It is late August. Senior year begins, officially, in a week. 


It’s weird to feel nervous about normal teenager things. It’s weird, but it’s also nice at the 
same time. Now he’s thinking about submitting college applications, about working at his 


part-time job, about doing well on the SAT. He’s thinking of applying for Honors. He’s 
thinking of how he’ll juggle AP class homework with his plan to rejoin the Speech team. 


Of course, there’s a part of him that finds these worries juvenile. That part of him will never 
go away. But every week, every month, it gets just a little bit quieter, and he feels a little bit 
more normal. A little bit more— 


BEEP BEEP BEEP— 
—awake— 
—BEEP BEEP BEEP— 


—Kyle jolts out of bed, breath refusing to enter or exit his lungs. For a moment, he gazes 
around his room. Finally, he gathers his bearings, and shuts off his alarm. It cuts with a soft 
click. He slips out of his bed (he still is not used to the way the new mattress feels) and 
shuffles to his dresser, removing a change of clothes and making his way into the bathroom, 
where he showers and gets ready for the day quickly. He returns to his room to check his 
blood sugar— 90. 


Kyle makes his way downstairs. The scent of eggs, of toast, of bacon— which he notices that 
Ike has drizzled with a generous amount of syrup, as per usual. Kyle himself averts his 
attention from the bacon and grabs a serving of eggs and a slice of toast or two. 


“Good morning, Bubbeh,” Ma tells him; she butters a slice of toast calmly. 


“Morning, Ma,” says Kyle. He gives her a quick smile before going about his routine of 
estimating carbs and an insulin dose. He casually taps the side of his plate as he waits, giving 
Ike a look when he drizzles even more syrup on the bacon. “Ike, would you like some bacon 
with your syrup?” 


“It’s good,” says Ike, wiping his mouth with his napkin. Then, with a teasing edge, “You 
should try it sometime.” 


“No way, dude. I’m actually trying to keep Kosher, unlike some people.” 


“Kyle,” comes the scolding tone of his mother. “Your brother can make his own choices, 
mind your own business and eat.” 


Chuckling, Kyle begins to eat. He checks his phone absently as he does, scrolling through 
news feeds without any particular interest in what the articles say. He finishes relatively 
quickly, and helps Ma with the dishes. The water drips down his wrist and latches onto the 
long sleeves of his shirt as he dries a plate. 


“I’m going to see him,” Kyle says. The atmosphere immediately stiffens. He has found that 
the reaction to grief is bizarrely similar to the reaction to fear, only there’s a hint of sadness. 
Ma lowers the plate she has been scrubbing, along with the sponge, into the sink. The water 
flows over it powerfully. He lowers his gaze to the plate he’s holding. “We all are. The guys, I 
mean, we’re all going.” 


He looks up just in time for his mother’s expression to go very soft. She nods, gently, and 
returns to washing the dish. “Just make sure to be back in time for your appointment,” she 
says. “It’s at one, and I don’t want you to miss it.” 


Kyle groans. 


“I know you don’t want to, Kyle, but it'll help you keep track of your blood sugar,” she says, 
scolding in the calm manner only she can do well. “It makes things easier for you! Kids love 
shortcuts nowadays.” 


“T’m eighteen, Ma, I’m not a kid.” 


“Oy, don’t remind me.” She hands him the plate and shuts off the water, flicking her hands 
dry in the sink. He wipes down the plate with the towel and sets it aside with the rest of the 
dishes, now clean, in the rack. They’ll be deposited back into the cabinets later. He hangs the 
towel back up. “Are you leaving now?” 


“I have to, if I want to get back in time.” 
“Okay,” she says. “Ill see you later, Bubbeh.” 


He makes his way to the doorway of the kitchen, giving the room a once-over. He turns and 
looks at her. She dries off her hands with the towel. Without another thought, he quickly 
approaches and hugs her, tight. She makes a noise of surprise, though quickly hugs back. 


“T love you, Ma.” 
“T love you too, Kyle.” 


It takes him a while to finally pull away. Every time he thinks about it, he gets emotional. So 
he tries not to think about it. Hearing that she was okay had been such a rush of... everything, 
that he’d felt nothing. And now that she’s home— and has been home for five months—, it 
has set in. He will never miss an opportunity to appreciate her, or anyone else he loves, ever 
again. 


Ma begins packing up the leftovers from breakfast. Ike is wiping his mouth free of maple 
syrup with his napkin. Kyle walks up to Ike and holds out his arms. 


“Your turn.” 

Ike looks up at him, and makes a face. “Ew, Kyle, no.” 
“Hug me, moron.” 

“Nooo.” 

“C’mon.” 


Ike groans and rolls his eyes. “Fine,” he huffs. He stands up, hugs Kyle, and moves to pull 
away. Kyle pulls him back and ruffles his hair, totally screwing up the pomade-fixed hairdo 


Ike had made that morning. Ike gasps, officially offended, and pushes Kyle away. “Dude!” 


“Your fault,” Kyle deflects. He snorts as he watches Ike try to fix his hair. Ike glares at him 
until he leaves the kitchen. Kyle calls out his goodbye. He gathers some things into Stan’s 
drawn-on backpack— just the things he’ll need, nothing big. Just as he secures the bag over 
his shoulder, his father comes down the steps. Dad looks tired, and has certainly aged quite a 
bit since the start of everything. Kyle doesn’t blame him. 


Kyle doesn’t blame him for anything. 
“PII be back soon, Dad,” he says. Dad nods and smiles, waving him off. 
“Have fun with your friends.” 


Kyle checks to make sure he has everything, listening to the vague argument of breakfast 
having been put away in the kitchen. 


(“You put everything away already?” 
“Serves you right for sleeping through all four of your alarms, Gerald.”’) 


Kyle pulls his keys out of his pocket and unlocks the door, stepping out onto the porch. The 
heat of summer greets his skin immediately; his arms itch to be bare against the soothing 
warmth. He scratches the inside of his left arm and locks the door behind himself. Pocketing 
his keys, he does a quick once-over of the area, and begins on his way down the porch, down 
the driveway, to the sidewalk— where he proceeds onward, in the direction of the cemetery. 


Some kids are playing in the park. He notices them as he passes. Three are dressed as pirates, 
and one is dressed like a ninja. 


“No, we’re not playing ninjas!” one of the pirates says. “Ninjas are dumb!” 
“Ninjas aren’t dumb!” replies the ninja. 

“We’re playing pirates, we don’t want to play ninjas!” 

“But we played pirates yesterday!” 


Suddenly, the conversation stops— or, seems to. Just before Kyle reaches the end of the park, 
one of the kids shouts out, “Hey, you! Ginger!” 


Oh great. Kyle stops and looks over. “I have a name, you know,” he says. None of the kids 
acknowledge he’s even spoken. The kid who had shouted at him— a girl with sharp features 
and intense eyes, the first pirate who had spoken— has the most stubborn expression Kyle 
has ever seen on a kid so young. In recent years, at least. 


“Pirates,” asks the girl fiercely, emphasizing the word, “Or ninjas?” 


Kyle ponders this for a moment— just long enough to pique tension, not long enough to lose 
the kids’ interest. Eventually, he says, “Superheroes.” 


The kids look among themselves as if they had never considered a third option. A long 
silence ensues. Until: 


“T call Spiderman!” says the girl, grin spreading over her face. The ninja gasps, offended. 
“But J wanna be Spiderman!” 
“You can be evil Spiderman!” 


The kids quickly run off down the sidewalk, likely in the direction of their homes to retrieve 
the appropriate costume materials. Kyle chuckles under his breath and resumes his journey. 


Nothing else happens on the way. He sees a few birds, sidesteps a couple bees, and almost 
trips over a can of Pepsi. But then he’s entering the grounds of the cemetery, backpack 
secured over the opposite shoulder as it had been when he’d left home, and approaching the 
grave he has come to know far too well since its placement. 


Butters, Kenny, Tweek, and Craig are already sitting in the grass nearby. Kenny and Craig are 
discussing the philosophy of nirvana or something equally as bizarre. Butters brought his 
Sharpies; he’s drawing a myriad of visually appealing designs on Tweek’s leg. Tweek himself 
is laying down in the grass, petting the fur of quite possibly the fluffiest golden retriever Kyle 
has ever seen in his life. The golden retriever is wearing a service dog vest. 


Kyle approaches, sitting himself down next to Tweek. “Tweek, you have a service dog?” he 
asks. Tweek looks up at Kyle, then pushes himself up just enough to look over the dog’s back 
at where Craig sits. Craig has looked over, too. Kyle watches as they seem to communicate 
something through their eyes. 


“Actually,” Craig says, “She’s technically mine.” 
“Technically?” asks Kyle. 

“Not technically,” Tweek says. “Is. She is Craig’s.” 

“But she helps you, too,” Craig says. “So she’s kind of ours.” 
Tweek hums. “Kind of.” 


“Furbaby,” interrupts Kenny, tonguing the snakebite piercings he got recently. “Pandora is 
literally your furbaby lovechild.” 


“Except children shouldn’t be obligated to help their parents function,” Craig replies. 
Kenny claps his hands together. “Amen to that, brother.” 
“T do love her like a baby, though,” Tweek says. “I consider her my baby.” 


“She can be our furbaby,” Craig says. “Just not our lovechild.” 


Kyle raises his brows at the conversation. He glances between Kenny, Craig, and Tweek. 
Butters has begun to sing to himself, the vague murmur of lyrics which pertain to apples 
hanging mildly in the air. “Craig, I thought you had guinea pigs?” 


“T used to,” says Craig. “But Pandora ate the last few.” 
Kyle chokes on his saliva at the shock. 


“T’m kidding,” Craig says. He pauses, ripping up a blade of grass from the ground. “She only 
ate the last one.” 


Kyle squeaks, “Only?” 


Craig lets out a soft, reminiscent sigh. “Wow, you’re almost as fun to mess with as he was,” 
he mutters. 


“I’m sorry, you’re just going to ignore the fact that your service dog ate a guinea pig?” 


Tweek pats Kyle’s knee. “Pandora didn’t eat any guinea pigs,” he says. “Craig’s messing with 
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you. 
Pandora lets out a soft bark. 


“Pandora, soothe,” Craig says, patting his thigh with a closed fist. Pandora immediately turns 
and lays herself over his legs. He strokes her head. “Good girl. You’re getting something 
tasty when we go home.” 


“Hopefully it ain’t a guinea pig,” says Kenny. 


“Done!” says Butters, capping the Sharpie. Kyle looks down, observing the design on 
Tweek’s leg. It looks like a rosebush. Nix that, it’s definitely a rosebush. There’s no mistaking 
the little red bundles of petals, and the gentle outline of thorns amid the green. Kyle smiles at 
it. 


“That’s cute,” he says. Tweek sits up and looks it over. 


“Yeah, it is,” says Tweek. He smiles at Butters. He adjusts the leg of his shorts and adds, 
“Thanks, man, I appreciate the tattoo.” 


“Anytime,” says Butters. He looks at Kyle, then, as if expecting it, and Kyle knows exactly 
what to do. Without verbally communicating, Tweek scoots closer to Craig and Kyle takes 
Tweek’s place. He rolls up his left sleeve and holds out his arm. The scars have faded a lot, 
but they’re definitely still there. Milky white and raised. Butters sits up and digs through his 
bag of Sharpies. “What would you like today, sir?” 


Kyle looks at the headstone. He looks at the engravings. The epitaph. 


STANLEY R. MARSH 
OCT.19.1996 - FEB.6.2013 


AN IRREPLACEABLE SON, BROTHER, AND FRIEND. 
FLY HIGH IN HEAVEN. 


“Dandelions,” Kyle says. “I think Pd like dandelions.” 


Butters and Kyle share a look. Butters pulls a few markers out of his bag. “Dandelions,” he 
replies. “Got it.” 


The cold feeling of the felt tip of a Sharpie had been discomforting, at first, but now it is 
soothing. Kyle sinks into it, watching the lines slowly transform his scars into a field of 
dandelions. It reminds him of the backpack he has slung over his shoulder, still. He adjusts it 
with his free hand, just to make sure it’s still there. It is. It definitely is. 


“Why does it feel,” Tweek begins suddenly, head resting on Craig’s shoulder, “like Stan has 
been gone for years?” 


No one says anything. Undoubtedly, no one knows the answer to that question. 


Eventually, Clyde shows up. He’s cleaned up nice and he has a healthy fullness to his cheeks 
that hadn’t been there back at the end of February. He doesn’t look tired, either— he looks 
normal, and Kyle is incredibly relieved at this fact. He reaches up and waves, and Clyde 
grins, plopping down next to Kyle. 


Sup, my dudes?” Clyde says, beaming at the other four. 

Craig flips him off. 

Clyde sticks out his tongue. 

Kenny gives himself devil horns with his fingers and says “Grrr-arrgh”’. 
Pandora “woof’s at the commotion. 


With a frown on his face, Tweek lifts his left hand to pet through Pandora’s fur. Something on 
his finger glints in the sunshine, and Kyle squints to make it out. Tweek’s fingers catch on the 
service vest Pandora dons. Against the black, Kyle can finally see what it is. 


“Tweek, are you wearing a ring?” 


Tweek looks over, then looks down at his finger. His expression reads he hasn’t forgotten 
about it, but is still happy to be reminded. “Oh, yeah,” he says. “I am.” 


Tweek twirls the finger around on his finger. It’s a simple silver band— but he manipulates it 
with such care that Kyle knows it means a lot. A little smile spreads on Tweek’s face, and he 
presses closer to Craig. Craig wraps an arm around Tweek’s shoulders. Kyle feels like he’s 
seeing something intimate... and then he notices the identical ring on Craig’s finger, too. 
“Holy shit, did you guys get engaged?” Kyle asks, incredulous. 


Tweek and Craig both look at Kyle in shock and, in unison, say, “No!” 


Clyde bursts into laughter. “They totally did.” 


“We did not,” Craig says. “Gay marriage isn’t legally recognized, we couldn’t get engaged 
even if we wanted to.” 


Tweek bites his lip. Kyle notices, but doesn’t say anything about the almost mournful 
expression. 


“Okay, so you didn’t get engaged,” says Kyle. “Can’t blame me for asking, though. I mean, 
the rings are identical.” 


“We exchanged rings,” says Tweek. “But not for marriage, or anything, it’s for... it’s...” 
Tweek furrows his brows and puffs out his cheeks in thought. 
“A promise ring,” Tweek finally concludes. 


“A promise ring,” Kyle repeats. Tweek nods. 


“Yeah,” he says. “It’s kind of hard to explain, but... we exchanged rings last week, once 
Craig’s legal shit was dealt with. We’re lucky it’s his first offense.” 


Kyle hums. 


“Anyway, we exchanged rings as a... a reminder,” Tweek says. “Or, well... a promise, or... 
fuck, duh. Jesus Christ, I suck.” 


“You don’t suck,” Craig says. He looks up at Kyle when Tweek buries his face in his hands, 
obviously embarrassed about something, though Kyle can’t imagine what. “We exchanged 
rings as a promise never to leave each other like we did when I was arrested, ever again. Life 
is too short not to spend it with the people you love.” 


“So you’re officially back together, then?” asks Kyle. Craig nods. 


“Long and bumpy ride, but we made it out okay in the end,” Tweek says. “And it was scary 
as hell. Fuck you, Craig, by the way.” 


“That’s the exact opposite of what you said last night,” Craig deadpans. 


Tweek’s eyes go wide, and his cheeks burn red. Kyle stifles a laugh, clapping his free hand 
over his mouth. Kenny and Clyde laugh publicly, loudly. Butters snorts in the midst of his 
humming of “lu lu lu”. Tweek smacks Craig’s arm. “Craig, I did not— urgh!— say that!” 


“Sure you didn’t, babe.” 
“I didn’t!” 
“Whatever you say, honey.” 


“Oh my— agh— Jesus! I hate you!” 


“Love you, too, sweetie.” 


Clyde pretends to gag himself. Kyle flinches and immediately slaps Clyde on the arm. “Ow!” 
says Clyde, immediately rubbing where he’d been smacked. “Sorry, it’s reflex to gag myself 
when I see too much sugar.” 


He did not just— Kyle can’t help himself. He laughs. Immediately, he covers his face with 
his free arm, trying to hide his reaction. It doesn’t work. Clyde laughs loudly. 


“Kyle finally laughed at one of my eating disorder jokes!” Clyde says proudly. 
“Fuck you, Clyde,” Kyle says. “I have a status to upkeep.” 


“Recovery is only fun if you can laugh about your rock bottom,” Clyde says, waving his hand 
dismissively. “Or, in Tweek and Craig’s case, just plain bottom.” 


“Clyde!” Tweek exclaims. 

Craig flips Clyde off again. 

“Speak for yourselves,” says Kenny, “I’m still at both.” 

“Oh shit, a bottom at rock bottom,” says Clyde. “Pretty catchy.” 


“Kenny, I thought you were straight,” Butters says, capping his Sharpie. Kyle looks down at 
his arm, now covered with a small patch of dandelions crafted from alcohol permanent 
markers and skin. 


“T am straight,” says Kenny. “Have y’all never bottomed for a chick? They get feisty. Trust 
me, it’s the best.” 


Kyle makes a face. “Kenny, please keep us out of your sex life.” 
“Speak for yourself, I’m interested,” Clyde says. He scoots closer to Kenny. 


A devious look on his face, Kenny rubs his hands together. “Okay, basically what happened 
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was— 


Quite suddenly, there is a cacophony of clicks and clacks. Butters dumps his Sharpies back 
into the bag and zips up the Ziploc. He gets up, climbing to his feet. “It was fun hanging out 
with you,” Butters says. He smiles sweetly and leaves, cradling the bag of markers like a 
baby. Kenny immediately falls silent, watching as Butters leaves. 


“Actually,” Kenny says, “Let’s stick a pin in it. I gotta get going. You guys have fun, okay? 
Pll probably make it to the lunch.” 


As Kenny follows Butters off, Kyle looks around at the other three. “The lunch?” he asks. 


“We’re having lunch later,” says Tweek. “At the diner down the road. I texted the group 
chat.” 


“Did you?” asks Kyle. He pulls out his phone and looks for such a text. Sure enough, he finds 
it. He raises his brows in surprise. “Oh. Shit. I can’t come.” 


“Aw, why?” whines Clyde, wrapping an arm around Kyle’s shoulder. Kyle can’t help but feel 
like it’s a mimic of Craig and Tweek’s posture. His skin goes prickly and he pushes Clyde 
off, trying to keep it playful. 


“T have a doctor’s appointment,” he says. 


“Oh, right, the Dexcom thing,” says Clyde. Kyle looks up, surprised that Clyde would know 
about it, though he supposes it’s not all that objectively shocking. Kyle told Clyde about it. In 
fact, if Kyle remembers correctly, he thinks that Clyde was the first person he told. 


“Dexcom?” asks Tweek. “What’s that?” 


“It’s something that’ll attach to me and constantly monitor my glucose levels,” says Kyle. 
“And it isn’t just that. Pretty sure we’re looking at an Omnipod, too.” 


“Oh, shit, going all fancy,” Clyde teases. Kyle rolls his eyes. 

“Call me dumb,” Tweek says, “but... what’s that?” 

“Something thatť’ll attach to me and give me a constant baseline of insulin.” 
“So, you’re going to be a walking pincushion,” says Craig. 

“I’m already a walking pincushion,” says Kyle. 

“Fair.” 


“Wait, no, not fair,” says Tweek. “Kyle, if you can’t come to the lunch, do you want us to 
push it to four? We can push it to four, if you want to come.” 


“Tm alright,” Kyle says. “I’m probably going to want to just hang out at home afterward. 
Hospitals are stressful.” 


“T get that,” Tweek says empathetically. “But if you change your mind, text us in the group. 
We can make a dinner, too. Okay?” 


“There will be more lunches in the future,” Kyle says. 
“I know. I just—” 


“Tweek, I'll be fine,” Kyle says. “Seriously. Don’t worry about it. I don’t feel left out, I’m not 
sad, I’m okay.” 


Tweek’s frown is back, but it’s more worried than it had been at all earlier in the day. “Okay,” 
he finally says. He strokes Pandora’s head. “Okay. But let me know if you need anything, 
man. You’ll do that?” 


“Of course PI do that.” 


Fortunately, Tweek seems satisfied with that. They lapse into silence once more. Eventually, 
Craig tells Pandora off, and she slips off of his lap, sitting next to him. She wags her tail, her 
tongue lolling out of her mouth as she pants. Even when she’s so objectively calm, she seems 
like a cheerful dog. Kyle wonders. Craig searches his pockets. 


“Babe,” says Craig, “Did I bring the Rizatriptan?” 
“Did you br— Craig, are you serious?” Tweek replies. “Check Pandora’s vest.” 
Dumbly, Craig asks, “It has pockets?” 


Tweek inhales sharply. “Craig, she’s your dog, it’s your harness, how do you not know if it 
has pockets?” 


“We don’t ever use it.” 


Kyle furrows his brows at the interaction. Craig keeps checking his own pockets, and Tweek 
beckons Pandora over, who happily obeys. Kyle hadn’t even realized it had pockets, but sure 
enough, it does— and they all turn up empty. 


“Well, damn,” says Craig. He gets to his feet. Pandora follows, hovering near his calves. 
She’s alert. “I’m gonna go home and grab it.” 


Tweek quickly follows suit, standing. “T11 come with to make sure you don’t die.” 
“I am not going to die.” 


“You also said you wouldn’t get arrested, and look at how that turned out,” Tweek says. He 
takes Craig’s hand. “Come on, let’s go. Kyle, Clyde, we’ll be back at some point. Unless 
something goes wrong. Then we’ll text you. Or, we’ll call nine-one-one and then text you. Or 
call nine-one-one and then call Craig’s mom and then—” 


“Honey, they get it. Calm down.” 


“Don’t tell me to calm down,” Tweek says. “You forgot your medication, you forgot your 
service dog had pockets for the medication and you're only realizing this now, when you 
need it.” 


Craig picks up Pandora’s leash and shoves it into Tweek’s hand. Tweek makes a strangled 
noise and stares at the leash. 


“What are you doing?” he asks. 


“Grounding you.” Craig pats Tweek’s shoulder and ushers him forward. Tweek appears 
blatantly confused, but doesn’t vocalize it. Craig gives Clyde and Kyle an acknowledging 
nod and follows his boyfriend off, who has begun walking at a surprisingly quick pace for 
being concerned about Craig’s wellbeing. Kyle watches them disappear down the path. 


Bizarrely, he feels alone. Logically, he isn’t. Clyde is sitting next to him. But there’s just 
something about sitting in the middle of a cemetery that really just makes him feel isolated. 


“Clyde,” Kyle begins, “Do you think rehab helped Kenny at all?” 
“Tt helped a little, probably,” says Clyde. “He seems better, at least.” 
“T just worry.” 

“I know. That makes you a good friend, though.” 

“What if it didn’t work?” asks Kyle. “What if he isn’t better?” 


“Then we’ll get him what he needs until he is,” Clyde says. “Or we’ll just be there for him. 
Sometimes that’s all you can really do, yanno?” 


Kyle grabs the backpack, pulls it into his lap, and hugs it. The contents within crinkle; plastic 
and paper. 


Clyde places a hand on Kyle’s back, between his shoulder blades, and rubs soothing circles 
with the heart of his palm. Kyle does not look up. He simply stares at the green, coating the 
ground beyond and around Stan’s headstone. 


“Why does Craig have a service dog?” asks Kyle. 

“Multiple reasons,” Clyde says. 

“Autism?” 

“T’m sure beertje helps with that.” 

“I’m sorry, ‘beertje’?”’ 

“Dutch for ‘little bear’.” 

Kyle hums, smiling. “You call her Little Bear? That’s sweet.” 


“My mom used to call me Little Bear,” Clyde says. His hand slips from Kyle’s back; Kyle 
looks up. Clyde is looking elsewhere in the cemetery, and Kyle has a vague notion of where. 
“Mostly when I was really little, like, tiny. Hardly knee-high to a grasshopper, as Kenny 
might say.” 


“Or Butters, I can see Butters saying that.” 
“Yeah, true.” 


Clyde’s eyes flicker with something. They become full, wet. Big, brown raindrops. His 
cheeks fall ruddy. Kyle’s heart pains. “Why did your mother call you Little Bear?” 


Clyde looks over at him, a lost look in his gaze. He blinks it free. “I’m not sure,” he says. 
“But she used to say I was her chubby beertje. I guess it just kinda... stuck with me. Too 


literally, yanno?” 
Kyle smiles sympathetically. “Yeah, I know.” 


“Not that I’m blaming her,” Clyde says. “Because I don’t. I don’t blame her at all. None of 
my bullshit is because of her.” 


“T know.” 


“I wonder if she knows that. Looking down from Heaven, or whatever. I wonder if she knows 
I don’t blame her.” 


“I’m sure she does.” 
“Tt just makes me feel sick, sometimes.” 


Kyle looks back at Stan’s headstone. At the engravings. At the gray. It’s melancholy. It’s 
depressing. It’s beautiful. And eventually, the headstone will be worn down by weather, by 
wear and tear and possibly vandalism. There will come a day where no one in this cemetery 
is remembered. That’s the worst thing Kyle can think of to happen. Having there be a day, 
where... 


Something warm grabs Kyle’s hand, and he flinches and gasps. He instinctively wants to pull 
away, but Clyde rubs the back of his hand with his thumb, soothing, reminding... and it 
allows Kyle to recognize that it is not scary. It is just Clyde, holding his hand. 


“What are you doing?” Kyle asks. 


“Grounding you,” replies Clyde. With a small smile, he turns to Kyle and adds, “I can feel 
you spiraling, y’know. The bulimic’s seventh sense.” 


“Seventh?” asks Kyle. “What the hell is the sixth?” 
“Automatic calorie counting.” 
Kyle scoffs. “I hate you.” 


Clyde snickers. The smile on his face fades quickly, though. After a moment, he softly asks, 
“Do my jokes hurt you?” 


“Hurt me?” asks Kyle. 

“Yeah,” says Clyde. “Like, do they... make you feel bad?” 

“Do they make me want to relapse, you mean?” 

Clyde pointedly does not respond, but Kyle knows that’s exactly what he’s asking. 


“No,” he says. “They don’t make me want to relapse. I just don’t think I’m really at a place 
where I can find it all too funny, yet.” 


“I respect that,” Clyde says. “...but I will say, you laughed at the one earlier.” 

“Momentary lapse in judgment. Won’t happen again, I promise you.” 

“Don’t sound so sure of yourself, bro.” Clyde grins. “Even the stoic have a breaking point.” 
Kyle chuckles. “Wow, that was strangely deep, coming from you.” 

“Almost as deep as my stomach.” 


It’s so unexpected that Kyle can’t help but let out a laugh. Clyde immediately returns it, 
nudging Kyle’s shoulder with his own. He says something about making Kyle do it again, but 
Kyle is much too distracted to fully understand the words coming from Clyde’s mouth. 


The laughter dissipates, but it will return. 
Kyle feels his eyes prickle with tears. His mouth twitches into a frown. He ducks his head. 


Clyde’s grip on Kyle’s hand shifts. Clyde brings Kyle’s hand up to his mouth. Kyle feels the 
warmth of Clyde’s breath against the back of his hand. Lips press against the knuckles that, 
just mere months ago, had been covered in cuts and scrapes. 


“I’m scared I’ll forget him,” Kyle whispers. 


“You won't,” Clyde says, mouth forming the words in butterfly brushes against Kyle’s skin. 
“You won't.” 


Clyde lowers their hands back down to the ground, to rest in the grass between them. 


Kyle pulls away. 


When Kyle returns to the cemetery, it is late in the evening. Fireflies pepper the air, or maybe 
they’re just normal flies with particularly reflective bodies. He likes to pretend they are 
fireflies, though, so they are. Lightning bugs form stars which he can touch. 


The backpack remains over his shoulder. He’d kept it with him all the way to the hospital and 
back, and he has no intentions of letting it go until he gets home for good, tonight. 


Slowly, as slowly as he can, Kyle lowers himself to the ground, sitting on his knees beside 
Stan’s grave. He pulls the backpack into his lap and unzips the main pocket. He retrieves the 
seven crumpled pieces of paper from within, and sets the bag aside. It slips backward into the 
grass. 


“Stan?” he whispers. “Stan, I...” 


The crackling of the papers in his hands is enough to disturb the peace and tranquility. He 
wonders if this is disrespectful, and hopes that it isn’t. He doesn’t know if he could 


physically, or mentally, handle disrespecting Stan, or anything relating to him. Intentional or 
not. 


“I’m back,” he chokes. “I’m back, and I’m— PII keep coming back, I promise. I’m never 
gonna leave you alone again, I promise. I just have...” 


The vague flutter of wings. Perhaps it is a fly, or a butterfly, or maybe it’s nothing at all. The 
summer air is hot, arid, but bizarrely calming. He wants to wrap himself up in it like a fresh 
blanket for winter. It still feels, in so many different ways, like December. 


“T don’t know if you ever knew this, I don’t think you did, but I... I wrote you some letters,” 
says Kyle. “I have a story to tell, and I think you have a story to tell, too, I just... I don’t 
know if anyone will ever know it, really. But... but there’s mine. And I want to tell you my 
story, at least— and maybe I can piece together yours, if I’m given enough time. How does 
that sound?” 


Silence deafens him. His heart trembles in his chest; he wonders, sickly, what Eric Cartman is 
doing right now. 


“T’m going to start with the letters,” Kyle says. “I’m going to read them to you, and then I’m 
going to tell you everything I can. I promise.” 


Kyle ruffles through the pages until he finds the first one. The writing is difficult to read in 
the dark, but he believes he can manage. He does not allow himself to scan before he begins 
reading; he simply reads it. He does not really remember what he has written, but he 
supposes he will find out. Right here, right now, with Stan. 


“December twenty-second, two-thousand twelve’ ,” Kyle mutters, “‘Stan, Out of everyone 
that I've grown up with in this weird-ass town, I'd have to say that you've changed the 
least...” 


One by one, letter by letter, Kyle reads through them. It can’t take him longer than thirty 
minutes, but it feels like so much longer. It feels like years. Like he has leapt forward and 
back through time, until he has reached today. 


As the papers disappear back into his backpack, one by one, until only one paper remains in 
his grasp— it feels as if a weight lifts from his shoulders. Tears roll down his cheeks and 
dampen the very end of the final letter. His name flowers, the graphite and ink of the paper 
becoming a snowflake of color. Electric blue polygons. Electric pink polygons. 


Electric-colored polygons. 


“<. PU stop bothering you with letters, now. I’d thank you for reading, but I know you'll 
never see these. Maybe I'll burn them. I love you so much. I miss you. I'll see you soon. 
Forever yours, Kyle’ ...” Kyle swallows, hands trembling as he looks at the final statements. 
His first ever admission. Right here, in writing, at his fingertips— and he’s reading it to his 
best friend in the whole, wide world. “‘P.S: I lied. I didn t want him to do it. I’m so sorry. 
This was all my fault, wasn t it?’” 


Kyle folds that final letter, hiccuping little gasping sobs. He pushes it gently into the 
backpack and presses his sleeve against his face. He catches the tears which spill down. 


“J—] don’t think it was my fault,” Kyle says. “And— and it wasn’t your fault, either, okay? I 
want you to know that before I tell you the rest. Do you know that, Stan?” 


A gentle breeze. 

“And do you know I love you?” 
It smells like apples. 

“Good. Okay. Here goes...” 


And he goes through it. Event, by event, by event— the timeline he knows of, and the 
timeline he has heard from others. He pieces it together for them, just the two of them, and 
any others within the cemetery, underneath the ground of the world. Section by section. Part 
by part. 


From beginning, to end. 


Chapter End Notes 


This marks the end of Project E.R.I.C., and the end of the Three Sides trilogy. 


It has been a long, bumpy ride. There have been delays and flaws, but we all made it out 
okay in the end. 


Sitting here, looking at the word count, and the sheer amount of people who have looked 
at, liked, commented, and bookmarked-- it's overwhelming to me. Never in a million 
years did I expect this to get as much attention as it did. 


Knowing that this is the end makes my heart hurt. I'm fighting tears as I write this. 
Having the continuous support from You guys has been the driving force behind me 
continuing, even when I have lost motivation. Even when I have felt defeated or tired, 
just knowing that there was an audience-- and having so much interaction and feedback- 
- has been enough, more than enough, to keep me going. 


For that, I thank You. With the bottom of my heart, I thank You. Each and every one of 
You. Whether You have followed from the beginning, or started from the end. Or if 
You've only read one story. If You've read the entire thing or skipped around. If You 
have bookmarked or not. If You have left kudos or not. If You have commented or not. 


All of it means so much. It means the world. 


This fic has brought me through the toughest times I have ever gone through. It has been 
a rock when nothing else stood still. It has been the mountain in a storm. And You guys, 
every single one of You, has been a driving force in holding it up. 


You are all lovely. You are all amazing. You are all wonderful. And each and every one 
of You deserves all the good life has to offer. I wish all of You the best. 


If You have any comments / feedback / constructive criticism; I will welcome it all with 
open arms. If You have any questions, feel free to send them in the comments of this 
chapter (the Epilogue). I will be responding to all of the comments and questions I can 
in this Epilogue, with the time I have to do so. 


Thank You so, so, so much for reading. Be safe. Take care of Yourselves. You are loved. 
It gets better. Everything will be okay. 


The future holds something beautiful. <3 


End Notes 


Suicide is never the answer. 

hotline number, if needed: 

1-800-273-8255 

you're not alone. 

list of numbers for those outside of the usa: 
http://www.suicide.org/suicide-hotlines.html 


national sexual assault hotline, if needed: 
1-800-656-4673 

resources for those inside and outside of the usa: 
http://www.ibiblio.org/rcip/internl.html 


i also want to take the time to say that it's extremely important to get help if you or someone 
you know has an eating disorder. talk to someone you trust and get the help you/they need. 
eating disorder helpline: 
https://www.nationaleatingdisorders.org/help-support/contact-helpline 

credit to spookychrstmas for finding that link <3 


if you or someone you know is at immediate risk of harm, please contact the authorities in 
your area. 
stay safe. 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


